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PREFACE 


N UMEKors sliiclics of social and political thought in ninc- 
l(H'ntli-cciitury Russia ha\'c already been written. Most 
ol* them try to find a certain coherc'iit and progressive 
sequence in tlie niedley of Russian radical ideas. My j^urpose is 
soincwliat different, and mon^ restricted in scope. I ha\ e neitlier 
attempted to exlnirne and rekhidle controversies long since 
decided and forgotleri, nor to retrace, in detail the multifarious 
tendencies or ideas which were then competing (or mastery over 
the minds of Russian inlelh-ctuals. I ha\e, instead, confined my 
selection to a small number of distinctly representative Russian 
pcTsonalities, and related them to the significant manner in 
whicfi they have since Ix'cn rexalued or de\ allied in the Soviet 
Union. In this way I have tried to focus attention on a few 
sali(‘nt features drawn liom the mental history of that earlier 
period, chiefly on tlmse which ha\'e most stubbornly surxived 
the test of time. Ahn iover, a bare analytical skeli li of transient 
schools of lliought is apt to make them look more insignifieani 
4Uid dated than they really are, unless it links them elosi’ly with 
th(‘ir emotional background and points to a rei urn'iit interplay 
and clash of powciiul temperaments and characters. There, is 
littletrace of accident or caprice about the psychological 
peculiarities of the pe(i])Ie assembled in this book; for they laith- 
fiilly embodied (’orrespondinf^ peculiarities ingrained in their 
Russian en\'ironment, though to a limited extent they also 
helped to shape and colour it. 

It will r)f course* be obvious to any reader who gets beyond 
the opening chapter that the Rus.sian reformers I have chosen 
do not fall neatly into any category merely because they were 
pre-Marxian or because they never became disciples of Marx. 
They include so-called conservatives, social-minded but non¬ 
political figures, and tlu! more cornjjlex radicals. The extreme ad¬ 
herents of both right and left Leontiev and Chernyshevsky) 

even share some traits in common which are not far removed 
from the authoritarian clement in Marx. Though many^ Russian 
statesmen and officials did their utmost to behave like liberals, 
wd honestly strove to make Western institutions work, we must 
*by now admit that what is called the liberal outlook never 
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Struck root in Russia. The determination of Nicolas I to isolate 
his country from foreign revolutionary infiltration simultan¬ 
eously cut her off from some healthier elements of Western 
growth. On the intellectual plane there is no Russian equivalent , 
not e\’en a remote approximation, to Locke or Montesquieu. 
Herzen, to whom I have devoted one chapter, has sometimes, 
but quite unjustly, been call(*d a liberal thinker. That only 
provides us witli one more object-lesson in the fallacy of trying 
to measure even the most Westernized Russian thought by the 
yardstick of European or American counterparts. 

Since international Marxism is such a well-ploughed field of 
study in its own right, I have deliberately omitted any account 
of the early Russian Marxians, though I deal with the impact 
of Marx on several Russian original thinkers (notably on Herzen 
and Bakunin) wlio strenuously opposed him. Some more 
specific reactions to Marx by his Russian contemporaries, 
including Bakunin, and by others who lixrd after him, will be 
included in the sequel to this volume which c arries iny study up 
to the 1917 Revolution. None of the personalities figuring in 
this \diime turned into constructive statesmen or actixe 
professional revolutionaries. But they played their part as 
intellec^tual pioneers by providing more llian enough ieJeas for 
later statesmen and revolutionaries to sa\e, destroy, c^r trans¬ 
form the Russian Empire, in so far as ideas were able to pro¬ 
mote the accomplishment of these objectives. 

Not only have most of the works referred to here never bee>^ 
translated into English, but a number of them are not easily 
available even in Russian. I have therefore, so far as space 
permits, let my protagonists state their more ufifamiliar argu¬ 
ments in their own words, and responsibility for the English 
rendering of them rests with me. Where I have'mentioned dates 
of events in Russia prior to February 1918, they arc given in the 
‘old style’ of the Julian calendar, prevalent till then. Subse¬ 
quent dates conform to the Western calendar. 

I am deeply indebted to the Rockefeller Foundation for having 
given me access to the collections of rare Russian books and 
periodicals which belong to American libraries. I also wish to 
take this opportunity of thanking the various librarians, 
scholars, and others, who have given me help and advice. 

R. H. 


June 1951 . 
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CHAPTER r 


EARLY WESTERNIZERS 

I 

E uropean civilization first assumed a coh(!rent shape in 
Russia duriniif that vis^orous monarchical age when Peter 
the Great founded, and Catherine II elal)oratcd, a Russian 
version of enlightened despotism, relying on a select aristo¬ 
cracy for intelligent and zealous service and on a multitude 
of serfs for blind obedience. The superstructure so rapidly 
erected was dazzling, eclectic, and fantastically cosmopolitan, 
for it drew contributing elements not from neighbouring Ger¬ 
many or fashionable France alone, but from every country in 
Europe which had any remarkable speciality to ofi'er. Yet the 
Ibundation supporting this glorious castle in llie air remained 
the ancient Russian f^mpire, physically enlarged by further 
military conquest, and with new windows opening on to Europe, 
but in many enduring f(!atures far more Asiatic than European, 
•and still securely set in the hieratic Eastern mould of Byzantine 
Christianity, which it had forcibly imposed on a loose c f)ngerii‘s 
of pastoral and nomad tribes. 

No wonder that a haunting sense of instability perxaded every 
layer of tliis complex and unprecedented society. The spiritual 
bonds uniting the upper stratj with the lower ones were tenuous 
and strained^; tlu! rift between them was slowly but sunJy 
widening. But strange to say, the French Resolution and its 
aftermath, which cracked the limndations and social structure 
of all the major Eurojjcan countries, left Russia virtually un¬ 
scathed. In the aggressive guise of Napoleon’s onslaught, that 
Revolution, far from hastening the disintegration of th(' Russian 
Empire, appeared to consolidate its divergent classes and races 
more firmly than e\ er before. Their internal strains and con¬ 
flicts proved then to be less irreconcilable to one another than 
they were jointly opposed to the French democratic mission and 
its culmination in Napoleon. ‘An unforgettable time,’ Pushkin 
recorded of the 1812 campaign, ‘a time of glory—with what 
^unanimity we then all shared the feeling of national honour 
with that of love for the Emperor.’ 
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The Russian national poet claimed further that his com¬ 
patriots, once they were put to the test, had demonstrated that 
they already outshone their Western neighbours in moral and, 
physical courage. ‘On the ruins of smoking Moscow we did not 
bow to the impudent will of him who made you tremble, but 
with our blood redeemed the freedom, honour and peace of 
Europe.’ So Russians were encouraged to think, not only that 
their country had borne the brunt of the Napoleonic Wars and 
overthrown Napoleon, but that she alone had saved her weaker 
allies from ignominious defeat. 

To Catherine’s mind the French Revolution had seemed 
neither more nor less than a hideous and deplorable earthquake 
which disturbed but failed to engulf the magnificent ceremonial 
march of an impro\’ing social order, led forward by energetic, 
benevolent and cultured sovereigns, supported by a brilliant 
aristocracy. Her successors sincerely maintained a similar 
edifying conception, but they paid far more attention to forti¬ 
fying its material basis than they did to promoting its spiritual 
growth. Would-be enlightened despots quickly degenerated 
into crazy martinets, like Paul, infected by tliat megalo¬ 
maniac fever which seems to unhinge the minds of those who 
wield absolute power. Nevertheless, after Napoleon’s final de¬ 
feat in 1815, the Russian Empire, the granite rock (?i* Eastern 
Christianity, standing at tlu' head of the Holy Alliance, occu¬ 
pied much the same position of preponderance and apparent 
impregnability as the Soviet Union displays in Europe today. 

What lay behind that imposing^ external facade, whose air of 
monumental grandeur partly overawed and partly mystified 
the outside world? That was the question uppermost in the 
minds of many cautious and apprehensive European statesmen, 
who wondered how long the Vienna settlements would last. 
Soon one portent after another appeared, as if in answer, 
making it plain to discriminating observers that the internal 
state of Russia belied its outward show of calm and unified 
strength. 

First came the Decembrist Revolt (1825). Russia was evi¬ 
dently seething with dissension and doubt. For the first time her 
Westernized aristocrats systematically challenged the principle 
of autocratic rule as distinct from the person of the autocrat. 
Their revolt was different in kind to the palace revolutionsi 
of preceding centuries. The Decembrist leaders were army 
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officers, noble-minded but politically inept, fired by a mixture 
of humanitarian French, constitutional English, and federal 
^American ideas. An extreme group, notably Pestel and 
Speshnev, favoured following the example of the French 
Revolution, and aimed at something like a republican dictator¬ 
ship. The majority, however, wanted to transform the auto¬ 
cratic Empire into a limited monarchy protected by a legal 
system, approximating to the English model of' an aristocratic 
oligarchy. Ncitln'r group sufliciently realized that, for a politi¬ 
cal revolutionary, successful seizure of power, at any price, is 
more important than the best intentions. But they taught this 
dubious lesson to their successors. 

In its initial stages the Decembrist mcn ement had gained tlie 
sympathy of many wise and enlightened Russians. Its ideal 
aims seemed unquestionably right; its methods sounded 
feasible (a military coup (Vetat to replace the 'Isar by his brotlier); 
for the uncoinentional (Jrand-Duke Konstantin, who had re¬ 
nounced his F'igJiis to the throne after making a morganatic 
marriage, had the makings of a good constitutional sovereign, 
whereas the brutal barrack-room mentality of Iiis brother, 
Nicolas I, was already a. notorious menace. But the more 
, realistic brains admitted later that the means tlicy chose were 
wrong, that their abrupt leap into armed rebellion had been a 
premature and misguided act, entailing the ruin of the cause 
thc]f had at heart. 

VVhen Pushkin dc[)lorcd ‘the intoxicating and dangerous 
dreams which had suc h a terrible effect on the finest flower of 
the last generation’, lie obvio^isly rcfciTcxl to his former friends, 
the ill-fiited Decembrists. Another initial sympathizer, Nicolas 
Turgenev, later recommended in his choice French style, that 
sensible Russiiftis, instead of letting themseh es be swept off 
their feet by their insatiable craving for novelty, should begin to 
study more soberly tlic underlying principles of education and 
the distribution of wealth, in order to recognize ‘Ic neant de 
toutes CCS utopics’, and to break away in time from 'ces funestes 
doctrines’ which were progressively leading people backwards 
‘vers 4 a barbaric’. The one-time Decembrist M. Fonvizin, went 
so far as to write a pamphlet entitled Communism and Socialism^ 
where he denounced the ‘proletariat’ as ‘the plague of Western 
pEuropc encouraged and led by demagogues with self-seeking 
motives’. But, he concluded with hopeful self-assurance, ‘This 
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terrible crisis docs not threaten Russia. If Hegel’s philosophical 
idea that every historical people represents in turn the world 
spirit and must develop and fulfil it in its own period, for the, 
benefit of mankind ... if this idea is not an empty fiction, then 
the Russian people must be called upon at some time as a 
historical people, and destined to create out of its own native 
elements a new world idca.'^ 

Among all the intellectuals of tliat period, the influential poet 
and court pedagogue Zhukovsky was the most emph*vtic in 
denouncing both the French Revolution and every political 
aspiration which sprang from it, including the ‘constitutionar 
Decembrists. He fully admitted that monarchs, especially in 
Germany, had failed in their duty to the jieople they ruled— 
but when the belief in wJiat is sacred has vanished, he asserted, 
only egoism and cold material calculation can reign in its 
stead. ‘In the idea of the social contract, of the autocracy of the 
people, the first step is a constitutional monarchy, the second 
democracy, the third Socialism and Communism; perhaps there 
is a fourth and last step the annihilation of the family, the 
exaltation of man—freed from every obligation limiting his 
personal independence—to the dignity of complete and unim¬ 
peded bestiality.’^ Tliat retrograde movcm(*nt, for Zhukovsky, • 
represented llu' rake’s progress of modern Europe. ‘Leave con¬ 
stitutions in Europe for tern years, and the result will be every¬ 
where democracy, which in less than ten years will spread into 
Socialism and Communism. ... I am an (aiemy of license and^ 
every kind of despotism, but I am convinced that only autocracy 
can do good and lead human beings forward. Autocracy should 
be (and more easily cav be than any other form of government) 
surrounded by a wise and moral aristocracy.’ 

Of course Zhukovsky’s warnings fell on dt af^ears. He spoke 
too late to divert the sweeping course of events, tf)o figuratively 
to be understood either by the rigid Emperor or by liis enemies. 
When Nicolas I suppressed the amateur military revolt, and 
with quite needless cruelty sentenced its leaders to death and 
its mildest helpers to the Siberian mines, he simultaneously 
crippled the independent-minded, energetic and gifted' aris¬ 
tocracy of early nineteenth-century Russia. Their elan^ enter¬ 
prise and exuberant originality, finding no broad constructive 

^ P. Sakulin: Russkaya Lileraturn i Solsialism, p. 454, Moscow, 1924. ^ . 

2 Ibid,, p. 457. 
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outlet, ran wild or sank into paralysis. It became a conspiracy 
to speak a word, treachery to show initiative, a rebellion to 
* exercise one’s powers of judgement. Gradually the nobility 
faded out, and tlieir place was taken by a cautious, narrow¬ 
minded, prosaic and servile officialdom. The brilliant European- 
minded generation of Pushkin took refuge in agriculture, in 
dissipation, or in the ii ccr but more exacting sphere of the arts, 
where several proved to be supreme. 'I’he unwieldy Empire 
began to wilt under the exasperating control of civil servants 
and policemen. Yet the majority of* its sul)jects, who knew 
nothing better, endured this rule with stoic fortitude. When in 
1839 de Custinc gazed with a mixture of horror and awe at the 
features of this ‘pre-historic giant’, he instinctively exclaimed: 
‘II faut etre Russe pour \ ivre cn Russic . . . D’autres nations 
ont supporte I’cjppression. La nation lussc Ta aimee: clle 
I’aime encore.’^ 


II 

The life of Peter (lliaadayev (1793 iSsb) is at once a worthy 
commentary on Nicolas Ts oppressive reign and a portent of the 
• darker future. His political and social analysis, with its peculiarly 
conservative but constructive Western bias, forms tlie starting- 
point for that inlense fermentation ol* thought which deter¬ 
mined the conflict between Slavophils and Westernizers 
•throughout the nineteenth century. 

It has bcc'ii customary to ^equate Westernizers with liberals 
and revolut^aiaries, and Slavopliils wath conservatives. This 
classification is both inaccurate and superficial. It ignores the 
fact that inllutnitial Westernizers, like Chaadayev, were poli¬ 
tically conservative, and that many Slavophils—Bakunin is an 
extreme example - were v iolently radical. It misses the more 
important point that Westernizers were frequently disappointed 
in the West, and at that stage were apt to turn Slavophil. Both 
Ivan Kireyevsky and Herzen, whose first love was a richly 
idealized Europe, passed over to a mystic faith in the future 
of the Russian moujik. Besides, the spiritual conflict went far 
deeper than a political tug-of-war between groups of left and 
right. It amounted to a fundamental divergence betwoen East 
. •and West over dual claims set up by organized society and free 


1 Marquis de Custine: La Russie en 18^, vol. 3, p. 295. 
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conscience—a divergence which assumed new and sinister 
shapes among the intellectuals of a huge Eastern Empire par¬ 
tially Europeanized in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 
It was further complicated by the Russian discovery of History 
in the guise of HegcFs conflict of opposites. 

Chaadayev was a talented but frustrated aristocrat, a 
thorough Westernizer, who spoke and wrote French better 
than Russian, and better than many Frenchmen. Apart from 
their political colour, Russian intellectuaJs usually belong by 
temperament to one of two main groups, and sometimes to 
both. One uses argument and analysis in order to obscure the 
truth or to dress it up in alluring disguises; the other is deter¬ 
mined to discover truth, whether its nakedness is pleasing or 
horrible. Chaadayev belonged to the latter, less popular, 
group. 

He was the first Russian who scicntilically ascribed the 
wretchedness of Russian society to a disease of stunted and one¬ 
sided growth, due to insullicient intake of nourishment from 
the life-giving sources o(‘ European i iilture. His diagnosis, 
though lionest enough, was dismal, and it horrified many 
Russian patriots. But lie followed it up by proposing a bold 
and highly imaginatiw ('uri\ TJicre remained only one way by 
w^hich the Russian Empire could escape rapid decomposition 
and death; namely, by setting out to incorporate within hefself 
the whole past process of European culture, which she had* 
liithcrto missed through her pro\indal backw^ardness. After 
assimilating all these fruitful elements, the assiduous pupil 
might turn the tables on her teacher, and in the end repay lier 
moral debt by rescuing the creative Europe of enlightenment 
and progressive religion from the suicidal Eutope of socialist 
materialism and moral chaos. ‘The people of Europe are 
strangely mistaken about us. Impelled by a sort of national 
instinct, they insist on pushing us towards the East in order to 
avoid meeting us any more in the West. Let us not be the dupes 
of tlieir involuntary artifice; let us discover our future for our¬ 
selves, and without asking others what we ought to do. . . . 
Do not laugh; you know my intimate conviction. One day we 
shall place ourselves intellectually in the heart of Europe just 
as we arc now politically the focal point of Europe. We shall be^ 
more powerful then through our intelligence than we are today 
through our material force. That will be the logical outcoi?ie 
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of our age-old solitude. The greatest things emerge from the 
desert.’^ 

• But—at this point Chaadayev’s warning grows emphatic— 
Russia could not hope to steal a march on nature. She must 
serve a long period of humble apprenticeship before she could 
rise out of the barren and savage isolation to which she had con¬ 
demned herself, before she could beneficially exercise that 
moral leadership, which she falsely imagined was already hers. 
Such was the positive and widest aspect of Chaadayev’s mes¬ 
sage. But he is more generally remembered for the letter of 
denunciation which made him famous overnight by its ‘succes 
de scandalc’ in Russian society. 

Chaadayev started his career by winning distinction as a 
Guards officer in the Napoleonic Wars, and he entered Paris 
with the victorious Russian armies. In 1821 he was offered the 
dazzling position of adjutant to the Tsar. Much to everyone’s 
surprise, he spurned the promotion, and shortly afterwards he 
resigned from the service. He informed his aunt sardonically 
that he thought it in every w’ay more admirable to reject such 
a signal favour rather than to take advantage of it. ‘I found areal 
satisfaction in thus showing my own contempt for people w^ho 
Ithcmselvcs despise everyone.’ Pushkin, who became his intimate 
friend, warmly admired his talents, and wrote about him: ‘In 
Rome he would have been Brutus, in Athens, Pericles—but here, 
he is*just an officer in the hussars.’ Both as young men had 
shared the aspirations of the Decembrists, and it was to 
Chaadayev personally that Pushkin addressed his glowing 
exhortation: 

Keep faith, my friend, that day will break. 

The flawn of radiant happiness, 

Russia wdll leap refreshed from sleep, 

And o’er the wreck of tyranny 
She will inscribe our names. 

Witnesses have recorded that a red flag, with these verses 
flamboyantly inscribed on it, was found draped over the Push¬ 
kin monument in Moscow during the early fervent days of the 
March Revolution (1917). It appears that the exploit was not 
repeated during the October Revolution. 

After retiring from the army, Chaadayev travelled in 

* P. Chaadayev: Sochinefiiya, vol. i, p. i88, Moscow, 1913. 
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England, France and Italy. Though he was impressed by the 
‘immensity’ of London, he wrote more enthusiastically about 
Brighton, ‘la plus jolie villc du mondc’, where he spent his 
time w^alking and balliing in the sea. On his return to Russia, 
he made repeated attempts to obtain other government em¬ 
ployment, but they were all rebuffed. In the end he resigned 
himself to the role of a leading figure in Moscow’s intellectual 
salons. 

Pushkin’s iWend, IVince Vyazemsky, described liim as an 
eminent |)rofess()r with a moxable chair which he carried with 
him from one salon to another. His own modest study, where 
he held an informal reception exery Monday, became a centre 
of life. Impassioned rivals, like Herzen and Khomyakov', met 
and disputed there on almost neutral ground, and the most 
distinguished foreigners, such as Prosper Mc'rimee, Liszt, 
Berlioz, and Michelet, visited him tliere wJien they travelled 
to Moscow. His contemporaries bear witness to the stimulus of 
his keen conversation, which roused their minds like the prick 
of a spur on a sensitive horse, and rescuc^d them from their 
habitual bondage to trivial daily gossip and routine. He was 
specially renowned for his mordant ‘bons mots’. ‘In Moscow,’ 
he used to say, ‘every foreigner is taken to see the great Cannon 

and the great Bell.a cannon w liich is incapable of being fired, 

and a bell which fell to the ground before it could be rung. 
Surprising city, in which the most notable sights arc so remark¬ 
able for their ineptitude—-or is that bell without a tongue per¬ 
haps a hieroglyphic, a key to the Iruc meaning of our huge mute 
country?’ 


HI 

Had he confined his activities to discourse, Chaadayev would 
have surxdved like Stankcvich, only as a legendary irispircr of a 
devoted circle of admiring friends. But lie took the bolder step 
of giving more permanent shape to his thoughts in a scries of 
Philosophic Letters which he wrote in French to a friend. The 
first is by far the most original and compact; the others are 
more random reflections on the philosophy of history, ranging 
from Homer to Moses and Mahomet. He told A. Turgenev 
plainly that the first letter ‘was not written for the general 
public, with which I never wished to have any dealings, as & 
clear from every line of it’. Yet the editor of The Telescope^ 




EARLY WESTERNIZERS 


9 

apparently with Chaadayev’s approval, secured a copy of it 
(first written in 1829) wishing to make a ‘scoop’ for his 
rather humdrum journal, published it there (No. 15, 1836) in 
a Russian translation. He succeeded beyond his wildest expec¬ 
tations, for Chaadayev’s letter not only created a public uproar, 
but it roused to a fury tlie slumbering hornets’ nest of officialdom. 
Herzen, who read it with a thrill of admiration while living in 
exile at Vyatka, called it, ‘a shot resounding suddenly through 
the dark and silent night, a signal, a cry for help, a herald of 
dawn—or was it a sign that dawn would never break ? Be that as 
it may, it was time to wake up.’ The Telescope was promptly sup¬ 
pressed by the Ministry of the Interior, and the censor, w^ho had 
passed the offending article, was dismissed. The indignant 
Nicolas I declared Ghaadayev to be a raving lunatic, and gave 
express orders for him to be placed under the supervision of a 
doctor. One might form a more topical picture of the hectic 
situation by visualizing what would happen in the Kremlin today 
if an impassioned article denouncing some tenets of the Stalinist 
regime as contrary to the interests of true Soviet patriots, had 
somehow slipped its way through the mesh and appeared in 
one of the highly serious Soviet monthlies. 

Chaadayev’s letter, written under an imaginary but signifi¬ 
cant address. Necropolis (City of the Dead), was almost entirely 
devoted to a ruthless diagnosis of the ills of Russian society, and 
it rose into a kind of funeral dirge over the blank and inescap- 
*able barbarism of Russian life as a whole. 

‘We never marched forward in step with the oilier nations of 
the world; wg belong to none of the great families of the human 
race, neither Western nor Eastern, nor have we managed to 
incorporate anj^ of their traditions. We stand segregated, as if 
condemned to banishment outside the passage of time, and the 
universal education of the human race has passed by without 
touching us. 

‘Look around us; everything seems to be in motion; we are all 
like wanderers. Not one of us belongs to a definite sphere of 
existence; nothing stable or indispensable holds us together. 
Life flows past us without leaving a single trace either on our 
surroundings or on ourselves. Our very homes are more like 
temporary lodgings; we are strangers in the midst of our own 
families. We merely camp in our towns, even more fleetingly 
than the nomad tribes that move across our steppes, for these 
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tribes are more intimately attached to their barren country 
than we are to our towns. . . . All peoples experience periods 
of vigorous passionate activity, periods of youthful growth, 
when their poetry, creative ideas, and happiest memories arise, 
the source and foundation of their subsequent history. . . . 
Only we have nothing of this kind. We began in the wildest 
barbarism, followed by crude superstition; then came the cruel 
humiliating rule of the Tartar conquerors, whose effects have 
not yet vanished from our way of life. That is the painful history 
of our youth. . . . We have no enchanting memories, no vital 
edifying examples in our national tradition. . . . We are still 
obliged to hammer into our heads what others do by instinct or 
have learned from experience. . . . We are involuntary vaga¬ 
bonds on the broad high road of history, and the intelligent life 
of the West is not for us. 

‘So long as societies are floating in the void, unformulated, 
without convictions and rules, even for regulating routine 
matters, there is bound to be a chaotic fermentation in the 
moral sphere. . . .We are still at that stage. In the West the 
child in its cradle is already penetrated by ideas of duty, justice, 
law, and order. These arc integral elements of European social 
life, where religion is the moving force of history. . .. Foreigners 
who start to admire Russia as an exciting new phenomenon 
have not observed that the same characteristic which makes us 
so bold and reckless also deprives us of tenacity and persever¬ 
ance ; they fail to see that what makes us so indifferent to the 
risks of life makes us equally indifferent to all good and evil, 
truth or falsehood. And that is precisely why we lack those 
sustaining motives which push other nations along the road to 
improvement. 

‘Alone in the world, we haye given nothing to it, and we 
have learned nothing from it. Whatever has reached us out of 
the progress of the human mind, we have disfigured and dis¬ 
torted. Even the best ideas, through lack of co-ordination and 
consistency, get muddled up in our brains, like empty ghosts. 
The experience accumulated throughout the ages means 
nothing to us. Christians though we arc, the fruit of Christi¬ 
anity did not ripen within us. Are not the Abyssinians also 
Christians? Isolated from the European family, we sought our 
moral code in miserable Byzantium, and while the world wa:s 
being built anew, we remained as before cowering in our hovels 
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= of mud and straw, cut off from that universal movement in 
which the social idea of Ghristanity was formed and developed/^ 

No wonder that the Russian government was shocked and 
infuriated by this unorthodox thunderbolt. But when the 
answering official storm burst over him, Chaadayev did not 
prostrate himself in abject recantation; moreover his punish¬ 
ment turned out to be surprisingly light—a mild rebuff com¬ 
pared with the grim fate which would have befallen him if he 
had deviated from the orthodoxy of a later age. He frankly ad¬ 
mitted to the Tsar and Count Benkendorf that he had expressed 
himself with some impatience and exaggeration in his letter, 
but he maintained that his honest criticism was fundamentally 
more useful to his country than the self-satisfied complacency 
or boastful nationalism which his letter condemned. 

Indeed, in his whimsically entitled Apology of a Madman 
(1837) he was still bold enough to assert; ‘Patriotism may make 
heroes, but love of truth makes wise men. Patriotism divides 
people against each other and nourishes national hatreds. I 
cannot love my country with closed eyes, a bowed h<!ad, and 
deaf cars. To my mind a man can only be useful to his country 
ifhc sees it distinctly. . . . Though Russia covers a fifth part of 
the world, from the point of view of history she is nothing 
but a geographical fact. Buried in an immense tomb, Russians 
, have jnerely been living the lives of fossils. The truth is that we 
• liavc never yet considered ourselves and our history from the 
philosophical point of view. . . . That is why we indulge in all 
these strange fantasies, all these Utopias of the past, all these 
dreams about an impossible future that today torment patriotic 
minds. . . . It is on these poor relics of an insignificant empty 
past that a Chau\i’nism, which consents to be blind, wishes to 
lay the foundations of an unattainable and deceptive future.’ 
Moreover, in its hasty ardour, the latest school of patriotism had 
turned against Peter, and taught Russians to sec themselves as 
children of the East. ‘Certainly we are situated in Eastern 
Europe but for all that we have never formed part of the East. 
Asia h^ a long history which has nothing in common with that 
of our country. . . . We arc simply a Northern country, both 
in our ideas and in our climate equally remote from the per¬ 
fumed valley of Kashmir and the sacred banks of the Ganges. 
True, some of our provinces border on the Eastern Empires, 

• * Letter to A. Turgenev : Sochineniya^ pp. 77 ff. 
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but our centres are not there, our life is not there, and they 
never will be, unless some astral revolution displaces the axis of 
the globe.’^ 

It has been suggested, not without some foundation, that 
Ghaadayev was trying to inspire Nicolas I to revive the 
Western Empire-building programme of Peter the Great. He 
hinted at this when he commented on the preponderant role of 
individual leadership in moulding modern Russian history; 
‘The most profound trait of our historical physiognomy is the 
absence of any spontaneity in our social development. Every 
important trait in our history is imposed on us from above, 
every new idea is imported. Peter the Great found at home in 
Russia only a blank sheet of paper. With his powerful hand 
he wrote on it, “Europe and the West”; since then we have 
belonged there. . . It is enough for us that a sovereign will 
should declare itself among us, and all previous opinions will 
be wiped out, all minds opened to the new thought which 
is given to them. And’, he added significantly, ‘without Peter 
the Great who can guarantee that Russia would not have 
succumbed and turned into a Swedish province ?’ That 
daemonic Tsar was not for nothing at war for twenty-eight 
consecutive years. 


IV 

Arguing from the natural malleability of the Russian charac¬ 
ter and the pure unspoiled nature of Orthodox Christianity, 
the extreme Slavophils deducted that Kiev Ru&ia had started 
a new and separate era of civilization. Ghaadayev, on the con¬ 
trary, felt convinced that the very same racial character and 
type of religion were largely responsible for the spiritual 
paralysis of Russia and for the misery of her past. 

Roman Catholics, w'hile singling out Ghaadayev for favourable 
mention, have slurred over his hostility to unadulterated 
Christian teaching and his express belief that political Chris¬ 
tianity had no longer any part to play in educating society. 
‘The reins of world guidance have naturally to fall from the 
hands of the Roman pontiff; political Christianity has to make 
way for a Christianity that is purely spiritual, and in tl^at 

^ Letter to A. Turgenev: Sochineniya, p. 228. 

® Ibid.f p. 223. 
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Sphere where earthly powers have dominated for so long, there 
will remain only the symbol of unity of thought, the high 
dkample and memorials of past ages.’^ (Letter to N. Turgenev, 
1837.) It is true that he expressed a decided preference for the 
Catholic Church, because it had previously proved itself to be 
a much more potent civilizing agent than the Orthodox Church 
had ever been. But he bluntly asserted that the crushing weight of 
unrelieved Christian influence had stifled civilization in Russia. 

In Western nations, he observed, the art and science of their 
pagan heritage had blended fruitfully with Christianity, espe¬ 
cially in the Renaissance. Without these vital Graeco-Roman 
strains they might easily have ossified as completely as Byzan¬ 
tine Russia did, and produced the same gloomy theocracy, 
renouncing fresh impulse and experimental endeavour. 

‘We must always remember one thing, namely that there 
hardly existed in our society any moral principle apart from 
religion. To it must be attributed everything we have, the good 
as well as the evil. But the religious system of the West was 
much more favourable to social dcveloj)ment than the religion 
which fell to our lot. The Western nations owe their success to 
fertile combinations, not petrified by any narrow spiritualism. 
Look at our social history; it is nothing but a long series of 
blunders, leading to the gradual enslavement of our whole rural 
population. In all other countries, slavery had a different 
grigifi—namely foreign conquest. Witli us one fine day the 
majority of the country found itself enslaved to its own native 
rulers through some imperious need of the country, without 
abuse on the «nc side and without protest on the other.’ 

Those who correctly picture Cliaadayev as a staunch fighter, 
both against thcb official imperialism of Nicolas I and against 
the misleading Schcllingian dreams of* the politically-minded 
Slavophils, arc at a loss to explain what freak of fancy impelled 
him to compose a memorandum to Count Benkendorf, plead¬ 
ing for the ban to be lifted from I. Kireyevsky’s semi-Slavophil 
journal. The European (suppressed in 1832). On the face of it 
this step seems to be cither a self-contradiction or a sure sign of 
his own conversion to the more intelligent parts of the Slavophil 
credo. To my mind it comes nearer to the latter, but it is easier 
to understand as a natural switch of emphasis in Chaadayev’s 
own interpretation of the Russian Empire. If the Russian past 
^ Sochineniya^ vol. 2, p. 211. 
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was dreary, and its present hideous, the only alternative to 
despair—^for Russians—^was to pin all hopes on a tantalizingly 
different Russian future. The memorandum undoubtedly re¬ 
veals an evolution in Chaadayev from frank political pessimism 
to a qualified optimism about this cardinal question. In certain 
matters he finds that he wholeheartedly agrees with Kireyevsky. 
His own main thesis is not generally recognized as Slavophil 
because it contends that, far from doing without Europe, a 
civilized future for Russia depended on her finding her own 
missing links, by going through all the higher phases of the 
European past, which Russia had never reached and which the 
French Revolution had already betrayed in Europe. ‘Whatever 
may be the special merit of European laws, they are like all 
social forms, the result of a mass of antecedents to which we 
have remained strangers. They could not possibly be adapted 
to us as they are at present. Besides, since we lag so far behind 
Europe in culture, and since our own institutions contain many 
elements which obviously repel all imitation of European 
ones, we must devise a way of drawing on our own resources in 
order to reap those benefits which one day we are destined to 
enjoy. Above all we must try to give ourselves a serious classical 
education, a mental discipline which is not borrowedfrom the surface of 
that civilization which we find today in Europe^ but rather from what 
underlies and preceded it, from what has given birth to all that is really 
good in the civilization of today. 

‘At a moment when the sad results of the spirit of contusion 
are so deplorably evident among peoples more advanced than 
us, but who owe their progress to an earlier* period when 
intelligence ripened in peace and security, how could a man 
who loves his country not desire to sec tranquillity at home ? 
One would need to be strangely blind not to admit that there 
is no country where sovereigns have done so much for the ad¬ 
vance and enlightenment of their peoples as in Russia; all that 
we are, all our civilization, we owe to our monarchs. Every¬ 
where else governments have followed, and still follow, impul¬ 
sions started by their peoples, whereas with us the Government 
has always been in advance of the nation, and the impetus 
proceeds from the former. 

‘It is to the old Europe, where such great deeds were accom¬ 
plished in which we never participated, where so many great 
thoughts arose which never found their way to us, it is to them 
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that we should look for our examples.’ (Memorandum to 
Count Benkendorf.)^ 

It has been said that Chaadayev wrote this memorandum 
with his tongue in his cheek, hoping thereby to rehabilitate his 
reputation in official circles. It seems more probable that he 
expressed his sincere convictions. For the tenor of the memo¬ 
randum conforms with what he wrote elsewhere, notably in 
some of his private letters. Moreover, had his sole object been to 
regain the Emperor’s favour, he would hardly have risked 
pleading for a journal which Nicolas I had just banned for 
political unreliability. It is none the less true that Chaadayev 
was trying hard to get liimself accepted as a ‘useful person’. He 
had previously sent in a petition asking to be allowed to serve in 
the Ministry of Public Instruction. This request had been re¬ 
fused, though with a frigid counter-suggestion that a post might 
be found for him in the Ministry of Finance—but Chaadayev 
felt totally at a loss in finance, and so the matter appears to have 
been dropped. 

In his memorandum about The European^ he availed himself 
of the opportunity to hint to Benkendorf that the Emperor had 
jnisunderstood the principal aim of his first Philosophic Letter. In 
the midst of his heavy preoccupations how could Nicolas I have 
given more than fleeting attention to this fragment: T tried to 
show^how the human mind, after deviating from its legitimate 
lioad by following tlie absurd and impious eighteenth-century 
philosophy, has now returned to a wiser understanding, that faith 
is recovering its rights while the claims of science become more 
sober and moderate. I characterized the revolutionary principle 
as one of destruction and blood. . . .’ 

But Chaaday<^'’s judicious appeal had no more elTect on 
Tsarist officialdom than a gentle tap on a prison wall. He 
reluctantly abandoned his last hopes of influencing events 
through personally converting Russia’s rulers, and his thoughts 
turned more and more towards a long-term assessment of the 
Russian Empire’s future role. He began to persuade himself 
that if Russia had appeared on the scene later than the Western 
nation-states, divine providence intended her to do better than 
her predecessors, and therefore to avoid their worst mistakes. 
Y^hy should Russia clumsily repeat that long series of follies 
which other nations had committed, and pay the same crippling 
, ^ Letter to A. Turgenev ; Sochineniya^ pp. 336-9. 
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penalties? Her primitixe culture preserxed at least one positive 
merit, a xigorous virginity of mind, an eagerness to learn. 
Chaadayev reformulated the nineteenth-century dilemma in the 
following terms. If Russia followed the beaten track of the 
West, she would condemn herself to the same deceptions and 
subsequent miseiy as Europe had suffered. But if she turned 
aside and ignored Western experience, she would continue to 
stand still. Peter the Great had shown the right way (no half¬ 
hearted compromise) by boldly picking out from pre-revolu¬ 
tionary Europe only what seemed to him most useful and strong, 
and therefore valuable for Russia. Eventually the most invigo¬ 
rating European ideals might be fulfilled in Russia more com¬ 
pletely than in Europe itself, but not unless Peter’s example 
was improved on by wise and determined successors. 

V 

Chaadayev’s cautious and guarded patriotism irritated most of 
the Slavophils—except the Kireyevskys—as much as their 
unbalanced exaltation disturbed his sober common sense. Yet 
he unwittingly presented them with a new idea which they 
quickly turned to their own advantage. I'he Slavophils felt, and 
virtually argued, that Orthodoxy must be the most genuine and 
universal religion because it was the most important attribute of 
Russian national character. This amounted to a fantastic semi- 
racial mysticism, but it could not fail to charm a number of 
ignorant or depressed Sla\s, however absurd it might appear 
to other races. Meanwhile Chaadayev paid more attention to 
the international non-racial and morally progressive character 
of the true Christian religion, and frankly ^vc credit to the 
Catholic Church for having till then done far more than 
Orthodoxy to promote it. This argument, however, instead of 
acting as a cold douche on the Slavophils, opened their eyes to 
the prominent part they might begin to play as the latest 
champions of Christian historical philosophy, especially if they 
could discredit the Catholic Church, demonstrate tiiat its 
mission had been corrupted, and that its mantle had now fallen 
on ‘Holy Russia.’ The development of this notion culminated 
as an idee fixe in Dostoevsky’s feverish mind. , 

By means of a two-way link witli past and future, first, 
Russia as the heir of Byzantium and Rome, then, as. the 
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incarnation of an expanding universal theocracy, the fossilized 
Orthodox Church could be regenerated and fitted into the 
ancient Christian plan of universal movement towards the goal 
of a ‘Kingdom of God on earth’ (whatever such a nebulous goal 
might mean). Chaadayev’s religious views and his controversies 
with the Slavophils retain more than academic interest. Since 
the Russian Communist party has evolved into the exclusive 
priesthood of a compulsory stale religion, it has been able to 
intensify its appeal by playing on many habits of mind culti¬ 
vated by the activists of the nineteenth-century Orthodox 
Church. For the nineteenth-century Pan-Slavs already em¬ 
phasized community of religion more strongly than that of race. 
Their gross political perversion of a purely dc\'otionaI religion 
already filled Chaadayev with gloomy forebodings. 

Most discerning historians agree that, after Peter abolished 
the Patriarchate, the Orthodox Church lost its last shreds of 
independent moral authority. It degenerated into a kind of 
Christian Caliphat(!, leading an army of civil clergy, abjectly 
subservient to every whim of the temjioral power. Such a 
servile religion could bear no fruit of its own unless it was in 
, the rarefied stratosphere of the remote monasteries. But the 
Church could best be judged as a more or less efficient govern¬ 
ment department. It had ceased to be cither independently 
advtmturous or frankly conservative. True religious conserva- 
•tism had been better preserved by the Old Believers and the 
Sects, whose survival under severe and unremitting persecution 
was the surest proof of theif vigorous faith. Nevertheless the 
sectarians, v^ith all their personal virtues, remained eccentric 
zealots, devoid of any patriotic or civic sense. 

Turning his fnind to the West, Chaadayev thought he had 
found there most of the enviable qualities which the Churches 
at home so conspicuously lacked. He was fascinated by the 
active and social-minded Catholic policy, by the Papacy’s 
impregnable indcfjcndence, by the efficient and yet centralized 
organization of tliis truly international and simultaneously 
supemational Church. Did Chaadayev think seriously about the 
union of the Orthodox and Catholic Churches? V. Solovyev 
later interpreted some of his remarks as if he did, and it seems 
^that Chaadayev in later life was counter-influenced by the 
Slavophils into acknowledging the emergence of some unique 
merits in Russian orthodoxy. Yet he never wholly abandoned 
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his belief that the Catholic Church, in spite of its deplorable 
worldly vices, was much better adapted than his own to take 
the lead in any international mission of moral education. In a 
letter to his French Catholic friend, the Comte de Circourt, he 
complained that proverbial Russian humility had been pushed 
too far by the triumphant tyranny of those in power; the 
congregation of the Orthodox Church reflected the resigned 
despair of simple and kindly people forced to abandon their 
natural craving to make earthly life more tolerable. Perhaps 
there was a strain of rare spiritual nobility in this hopeless self- 
sacrifice. ‘Our Church is essentially an ascetic one’, he wrote; 
‘yours is essentially a social one; hence the indifference of ours 
to everything which happens outside it, and the lively interest 
taken by the other in everything that goes on throughout the 
world. They represent the two poles of the Christian faith, 
revolving round the axis of their own unconditional actual 
truth. It was a disaster for Russia that she derived her Chris¬ 
tianity not from the republican monarchy of the early Caesars, 
but from the oriental despotism inaugurated by Diocletian, from 
the Government of Constantine, where the Emperor in fact 
ruled the Church councils, which were apostolic only in name.’^ . 

Chaadayev is even more outspoken in some notes on a reli¬ 
gious brochure, discovered among Kliomyakov’s papers after 
the latter’s death.^ Here he stated that not only Catholicism, 
but any European version of Christianity, not excluding even, 
the heretic Protestant sects, would have benefited Russia far 
more than her own sterile Byzantine cult. ‘No, it was not a 
living faith which stopped the Protestant heresy when it came to 
establish itself on the border of the greatest Orthodox country; 
it was an oriental despotism supported by a;i oriental cult, 
entirely sliut up in sterile ritual, and which for that reason alone 
could not open its frontiers to a religion which repudiated all 
outward pomp. Itself an idea, Protestantism stopped short 
where the reign of ideas came to an end, and where the reign of 
brute force and stereotyped ceremonial began. That is all. The 
truth is that Protestantism penetrated into Russia morc'^than 
once (through the Anabaptists) in different shapes. It found 
itself faced by that odious and absurd persecution which trans¬ 
forms even our own sectarians, originally quite inoffensive^ 

’ Vyestnik Evropy: April 1906, p. 568. 

2 Khomyakov: Polnoe Sobranie, vol. 2, p. 510, Moscow, 1911. , 
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people, into enemies of public order. Thus it was obliged to 
retreat from a temporal power founded in the Mongol school, 
•seconded by a religious power equally intent on exploiting that 
fatal heritage.’ 

From the evidence available it would seem that the pro- 
Catholic interpretation of Ghaadayev has sometimes been wish¬ 
fully exaggerated. Clearly he was always more concerned with 
the visible and living social consequences of various religious 
organizations at different times than he was with establishing 
the undeniable superiority of any single religious cult. On this 
ground he praised the religious life of ancient Egypt and India 
as well as the work of the Catholic and Protestant churches, 
as all superior to Orthodoxy. In one of his letters he urged that 
priests should speak a language addressed more to the hearts 
and imagination of people than to their intelligence. ‘That 
Christian art, flower of the purest religious feeling, was much 
more valuable to society than any number of volumes of cold 
sermons will ever be.’ 


VI 

The last fifteen years of Chaadayev’s life were spent in an 
* uninterrupted struggle against the national self-deception and 
conceit which the official vulgarization of early Slavophil 
thought was breeding throughout Russian society. Realizing 
that’the fashionable craze for the Berlin school of philosophy 
was partly to blame for this deplorable state of mind, he wrote 
a plaintive letter to Schelling ki 1842 : ‘The prodigious elasticity 
of that philofopliy which lends itself to every possible applica¬ 
tion has created among us the most bizarre fantasies about our 
future role in the world. Its fatalistic logic which almost sup¬ 
presses free will, while in a way constituting it, in turning 
towards our past, has reduced our whole history to a retro¬ 
spective Utopia, an arrogant apotheosis of the Russian people. 
It has nearly reached the point of depriving us of the best 
inheritance we received from our fathers, that modesty of 
mindj^ that temperance of thought, which a religion strongly 
impregnated with contemplation and asceticism had brought 
into our being .... But fevers are infectious. You know that 
in philosophy we are still mere beginners; we must there¬ 
fore discover whether we are going to abandon ourselves to an 
order of ideas provoking every excess of human infatuation, or 
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whether we can revive our faith in the path which we have 
followed hitherto, religious humility, modesty, always the most 
distinctive trait of our national character, and the most fertile’ 
principle of our unique development? Pray continue. Sir, to tri¬ 
umph over a vain philosophy which claimed to supplant yours.’^ 

Certainly Russians had rarely shown less Christian humility 
than since that time when all the clubs, salons and government 
departments buzzed with vainglorious talk about the native 
genius and soaring claims of Russian Christianity. Chaadayev 
found in Gogol’s Correspondence with Friends a depressing ex¬ 
ample of that same patriotic arrogance—^so alien to the finest 
Russian personalities. Even that pitilessly truthful w'riter had 
sunk to the low level of courting national popularity; the clouds 
of adulatory incense which rose before him had made his head 
begin to swim. 

Worst of all, these national megalomaniacs cared nothing for 
their country’s internal prosperity and well-being, made no 
genuine effort to impro\’c her standard of living and inward 
spiritual culture. For them all was well, provided the govern¬ 
ment was spectacular and powerful and the people self-con¬ 
sciously ‘Russian’. ‘In tlie depths of our rich nature they 
claimed to discover all kinds of miraculous qualities distin¬ 
guishing us from the rest of the world. They began to repudiate 
all the serious and fruitful lessons which Europe had taught us, 
and they wanted to set up on Russian soil a completely new 
moral order, whicli would throw us back to some fantastic 
Christian East, thought out exclusively for our own benefit. 
They could not sec that by separating ourselves ^norally from 
the European nations, we should simultaneously alienate our¬ 
selves politically, that once we had severed our brotherhood 
with the great European family, not one of those peoples would 
stretch out a helping hand to us in the hour of danger. . . . 
The government, too ignorant or too careless, failed to grasp 
the import of these learned hallucinations, though it hardly 
encouraged them. Occasionally it lashed out against the most 
advanced or impudent members of this crazy cohort. But it 
knew none the less that the day it threw down its own gauntlet 
in the face of the impious and decayed West, it could not fail to 
enlist the sympathy of all these new patriots, who take their 
unfinished studies, their inarticulate cravings and vague hopes, 

' Sochineniya, vol. i, pp. 245-6. 
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for the real national policy—just as it could count on the docile 
following of the crowd, always ready to share patriotic dreams 
^dressed up in the banal idiom of current usage. And that was 
how one fine day the leaders of Europe found themselves in 
(he Crimea.’^ 

One of the many important differences between the Russia of 
Nicolas T and the Russia of Stalin is that a Soviet intellectual 
opposed to Russian Communist expansion may be reduced to 
silence before he can speak, whereas a far-sighted bold critic 
like Chaadayev managed to put up a long and stubborn fight 
against the policy which culminated in the Crimean War. For 
being a truer patriot, with more concern for liis country’s culture 
and welfare than any of his opponents, he was officially de¬ 
clared a madman, and all the doors of government service were 
.slammed in his face. Perhaps he found some bitter satisfaction in 
living to witness the humiliation of the Crimean War, when his 
country succumbed to the needless sufferings which he had 
persistently foretold but remained powerless to avert. 

At the height of the nationalist hysteria aroused during that 
campaign, Chaadayev wrote the following lines, whicli would 
^ be a worthy epitaph to him even if he had written nothing 
else. ‘We sought our country’s well-being and better institu¬ 
tions, we even wished she might have a little more liberty, if 
that^was feasible. But we were far from imagining that Russia 
^represented some kind of abstract principle comprising a de¬ 
finite solution of the social problem, that she herself constituted 
a whole world apart, the direct and legitimate heir of the 
glorious Easfbrn Empire, of its titles and virtues, that she had a 
special mission to absorb all the Slav peoples in her breast, and 
thereby to worlf out the regeneration of the human race. Above 
all, we did not think that Europe was on the point of falling 
back into barbarism, and that w^e were called on to save the 
world with these few rags of that same civilization which had 
drawn us out of our ancient torpor. We treated Europe with 
civility, nay, even with respect, for we knew that she had taught 
us many things, among others our own history. When it hap¬ 
pened to us by chance to triumph over her, like Peter the Great, 
we said; “Gentlemen, it is to you we owe it.”® Then one day 

• ^ Sochineniya^ vol. i, p. 309. 

® Peter the Great’s words to the Swedish generals taken prisoner after 
th^ Battle of Poltava. 
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we reached Paris, and they gave us the welcome that you know 
of, forgetting for the moment that we were really young par- 
venusy and that we had as yet put nothing into the common stock 
of nations, not even a poor little solar system like the Poles, our 
subjects, not even some miserable algebra, like the Arabs, those 
infidels whose absurd and barbarous religion we are now com¬ 
bating. They treated us well because they found we had the 
manners of decently brought-up people, because we were polite 
and modest as befitted newcomers without any title to public 
esteem except the adx antage of their large stature. Now you 
have changed all that -so be it. But allow me, I beg you, still to 
love my country in the way of Peter the Great, of Catherine 
and Alexander.’^ 

Unfortunately for Ghaadayev, neither the Government nor 
public opinion showed any response to his discriminating brand 
of patriotism. The Government did its best to rouse the country’s 
war-morale by promoting the crudest anti-European Chauvi¬ 
nist clamour. Of course results fell short of their expectations, 
and even among the Slavophils the more discerning refused to 
be whirled off their feet to join the pan-Slav campaign. Here 
Ghaadayev found a few kindred spirits. The Sla\'ophil, A. 
Koshelev, probably hit the mark when lie observed about the 
internal effect of Russian military disasters: ‘The Battles of the 
Alma and Inkerman, the siege of Scx astopol, grieved us but 
little, for we were convinced that the defeat of Russia would be 
less intolerable and prove more beneficial to her than a con¬ 
tinuation of that state in which she had been living for some 
time. The feelings of society and even of the common people, 
though partly inarticulate, were of the same kind.’® If Koshelev 
was right, this stale of feeling, in the midst of Russia’s struggle 
against a coalition of European powers, afforded tangible proof 
that Ghaadayev had many silent supporters, who agreed that 
Russians could gain more from defeat than from any pan-Slav 
pan-Orthodox victory. Though Ghaadayev veered towards the 
Slavophils in the thirties, he stuck to his contention that Russia 
must grow much more Europeanized (in traditional culture, not 
necessarily in technique) before she could launch out on any 
successful independent course, must go two steps backwards 
before she could take one step forward, and learn to walk before 

^ Sochimniya^ vol. i, p. 308. 

® A. Koshelev: PP* 82-3, Berlin, 1884. 
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she could run. Otherwise the much-discussed Russian mission 
would lose its bearings, run amok and turn into a suicidal mission 
f)f destruction. 

Perpetually opposed to all the prevailing currents of Russian 
political opinion, CJliaadayev left no influential disciples. But he 
was one of the first in that long line of isolated citizens whose 
persistent efforts, agonies and prayers failed to deflect the 
course of the Russian Juggernaut, and who could barely save 
themselves from being cruslied under its weight. At least among 
the discerning minority he awoke and stimulated minds, even 
where he failed to convince them. He set in motion powerful 
impulses which continued to work their w^ay out among the 
later leaders of political and social thought, most markedly 
perhaps in V. Solo\ye\', who enlarged on Chaadayev’s theme 
that Oriental and Western Christianity could fuse and supple¬ 
ment each other, if the former deliberately allowed her more 
experienced partner to take the lead. 

Chaadayev prided himself on being a Christian philosopher. 
It did not worry him that neither his philosophy nor his Christi¬ 
anity conformed to any recognized denomination or school. 
Many of* his comj)atri()ts net er forgave him for his devastating 
criticism of the Orthodox Church. He valued the friendship of 
the ultramontane Joseph de Maislrc, yet he never became a 
Catholic, though the legend persists that he did. One of his 
contclnporaries said of him: ‘He wants to make Catholic con¬ 
verts, without joining them himself.’ Christianity always 
appealed to him less as an orgnnization, or a doctrine, than as 
an active histdrical ferment. 'J'he more versatile efficiency of the 
Catholic Churcli at that time, compared wath other Churches, 
impressed his pra^jmatiemind. But he observed that Catholicism 
might be a lcm|)orary phenomenon which had already ex¬ 
hausted its beneficial functions. And he warned against the 
horrors of nco-Catholicism organized under an Orthodox dis¬ 
guise. In attempting to transfer the old religious centre of 
gravity into a more sober historical philosophy, he began to 
attach,a novel religious significance to the role of Russia in 
the world, to the problematic future of* a vast amorphous 
entity, belonging neither to Asia nor to Europe, yet emerging 
irresistibly into powerful life, ‘with one foot on Germany and 
tJie other on the Pacific Ocean’. 

It would be surprising if his evolutionary but anti-nationalist 
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(and still more, anti-national socialist) cast of mind had not 
consigned him to a well-earned oblivion in the Soviet Union. 
And so it very nearly has. But tlie Bolshevik passion for trans¬ 
muting prominent figures of the Russian past into heralds of 
their own regime has even found a place for Chaadayev. One 
enterprising critic, N. Alekseycv,^ called him ‘a precursor of the 
Russia radicals’, and by a bolder flight of fantasy he discerned 
in the first Philosophic Letter ‘the whole Russian Revolution, the 
whole of Communism and the International in embryo’. 

An opponent may turn into a precursor if he stimulates his 
enemies and their successors to take drastic counter-action, 
especially if they borrow some of his ideas in order to transform 
them into a weapon in their figlit against him. The single ele¬ 
ment of pan-Orthodoxy, torn from the conditional context, to 
which Chaadayev confined it, provided the radical wing of the 
Slavophils with just such ammunition. To that limited extent 
Chaadayev may plausibly be claimed as a ‘precursor’ of Russian 
socialism, unless we see in the practice of Russian socialism 
nothing more than a logical extension of the military and indus¬ 
trial dictatorship inaugurated by Peter, one of Chaadayev’s 
favourite sovereigns. But the latter interpretation would be a 
monstrous heresy in Sox iet ideology, apart from being an over¬ 
simplification of the dual strain which runs through Soviet 
policy. One may assume that most of the readers of Mr. 
Alekseyev’s book were protected from the shock of access to the 
original works of Chaadayev. In any case his dashing attempt 
to portray Chaadayev as a budding Bolshevik seems to have 
faded out and produced no serious sequel. From time to time 
Soviet critics unearth these startling and suggestixe parallels 
between conserx'ative ‘revolutionaries’ and ,the more recent 
radical ones. But, in so doing, they run the risk of being chal¬ 
lenged or shot down by the party sentries who guard this 
dangerous ground. 


VII 

V. S. Pecherin 

No study of the early Westernizers should omit to mention the 
astonishing but almost forgotten story of V. S. Pecherin, (1807- 
1885) who outdid Chaadayev in his spectacular renunciation 
^ N. Alckseyev: Russkoe Z^padnichestvoy Moscow, 1929. 
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of all that official Russia stood for. As an exceptionally brilliant 
student of classical antiquity, he had received permission to 
travel in Europe in order to complete his education, and at the 
early age of twenty-eight he became Professor of Greek at 
Moscow University. His vivid and beautifully polished Russian 
translations from the Greek Anthology attracted the altention 
of the Minister of Public Instruction, the cultured Count 
Uvarov. His public lectures were packed with attentive listeners 
and applauded by connoisseurs. Thus established in sucli a 
distinguished position in Russian intellectual life, relatively 
sheltered from the storms of political intrigue, it would seem 
that Pecherin had embarked on a stable, i)rosperous and useful 
career. 

Despite all this he found his life in Moscow intolerable. The 
self-satisfied and banal vulgarity of Moscow society tormented 
him. Its atmosphere was so pervasive, that it wrecked even the 
haven of refuge he had hoped to find by living alone and undis¬ 
turbed among the spirits of his ancient Greeks and Romans. 
After one single year in his university post, he found a pretext 
for going abroad again (1836) and firmly decided that he 
\yould never return to Russia. 

In a strange explanatory letter to Count Stroganov, the 
Rector of Moscow University, he wrote: ‘Hatred became my 
daily bread. I lived alone with my hatred as others live with a 
^ beloved woman. When I went out into that horrible world, I 
always showed a calm and cheerful face. I even earned its 
smiles.’ Then one night he hacf a dream in which the voice of 
God spoke to Kim reproachfully: ‘What are you doing? There 
is no future here. Take up my heavy cross, and carry it, if need 
be to Golgotha.’ He felt impelled to obey that voice. The in¬ 
dulgent Count sent Pecherin a letter of credit to enable him to 
pay for his return fare through any Russian Consulate abroad. 
But Pecherin never used the letter. Nikitenko and Pogodin both 
said he had gone mad, and the incident had a damping effect 
on Stroganov’s liberal policy of allowing more young Russian 
scholars to study abroad. 

During his previous sojourn in Italy Pecherin had listened 
sympathetically to people who spoke about the Russians as 
H^ns, menacing Europe with a new period of barbarism. And 
on his last journey back to Moscow he had seen in a vision, 
written over the Russian frontier, an inscription which read 

c 
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‘Abandon hope, all ye who enter here’. Moscow ladies said of 
him; ‘II a le mal du pays’, which was then a veiled expression for 
the yearning to escape from Russia and travel in Europe—a 
feeling far more acute than vague dissatisfaction. Thus Pechcrin 
abandoned a secure and honoured position in his own country, 
and voluntarily exchanged it for a life of cruel hardship in exile, 
wandering from place to place, a penniless vagabond, homeless, 
sometimes on the verge of starvation. Passing through Liege 
during a religious festival, he entered a brilliantly lit church 
filled with smartly-dressed local notabilities. He recorded the 
edifying thought that he, a vagrant from the road, clad only in 
dusty rags, could freely enjoy that wonderful music and gor¬ 
geous spectacle together with the ‘beau monde’. It impressed 
him deeply with the truly democratic character of the Catholic 
Church. 

But this was only one portion of the picture. He did not 
become a monk till four years later. His Swiss tutor had filled 
him with burning ideals of social improvement, and during his 
stay in Lugano and Zurich he assiduously cultivated the society 
of international revolutionaries. Gradually he grew bored with 
their empty futile talk, and disgusted by their dissolute lives. 
He records the sobering effect of liis conversation with a Polish 
apostle of Communism, who raved about the ‘approaching 
republic’, when there would be free banquets in the taverns for 
everyone, rivers of wine, and naked girls dancing over the 
tables. The prospect of these mass Bacchanalia did not appeal 
to him. When he decided in favour of the Catholic Church, he 
went the whole way and took his vows as a RedO^ptorist monk. 
This was an action which his intelligent Russian contemporaries, 
including Herzen, could neither understand nor forgive. 
Herzen in his memoirs writes about Pecherin with an amazed 
but hostile curiosity. While pitying and admiring him for his 
bold self-imposed exile, he could not commend a Russian 
renegade who had forsaken his country solely in order to 
embrace a living death. How could such a brilliant cultured 
man, filled from boyhood with hatred for every kind of tyranny, 
choose that most terrible tyranny of all, the bondage of 
Catholic monastic vows? 

Pecherin’s exchange of letters with Herzen throws a lurid 
light on his own inward conflict. He retaliated vigorously 
against Herzen’s eloquent reproaches. ‘Nations do not live by 
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reason, but by sacred traditions and legends. Why did you for¬ 
get that, Herzen?’ Every time intellectuals undertook to rebuild 
fhe social order, argued Pecherin, the result was brutal despo¬ 
tism. ‘Look at the philosopher kings of Greek antiquity and of 
eighteenth-century Europe. The socialist “phalanstery” is 
nothing but a disguised barracks and communism is tyranny in 
a new shape.’ But, curiously enough, Pecherin agreed with 
Herzen’s social prognosis in one very important respect. He 
agreed that Russia, together with the United States, would start 
a new cycle of world history. Moreover, Russia would probably 
establish and successfully develop a Socialist society before any 
other nations could do so, since nature had given the Russian 
Empire immense resources, ‘enough to provide a feast of 
material well-being for lier elect’. Scientific technique, in 
the hands of an omnipotent and brutal government which rode 
rough-shod over national character, culture and tradition, 
would do the rest. But the thought of this approaching civili¬ 
zation, as prosperous and efficient as it was soulless, far from 
attracting Pecherin, filled him with repulsion and horror. ‘Will 
anyone be able to escape from the tyranny of this colossal 
materialist civilization? Even as they used to drag Christians 
into the Roman arena and expose them to the mockery of a 
crowd revelling in spectacular displays, so will we men of 
prayer and silence be dragged into the public market-place 
jind asked: “Why do you try to escape from our society? Come 
and work in our factories. Join us in spreading electricity and 
steam. The garden of Eden is here on earth.” 

In 1861 P^herin left the Redemptorist Order. He spent the 
remaining twenty years of his busy life as a priest, attached to 
the Catholic chaipel of one of the large Dublin hospitals, per¬ 
petually ministering to the sick and dying, and filling his 
leisure hours with the study of oriental languages and botany. 
But a curious homesickness oppressed him. 

In the sixties he corresponded from Dublin with Ivan 
Aksakov, and the Moscow intellectuals began to discuss him 
publicly. The extraordinary story of his life sharpened their 
curiosity and he became again for a brief period as much a 
cause celebre as he had been after he first fled from Moscow 
University in 1835. Katkov suggested that, so long as Pecherin 
was a sincere Christian, he ought not to be blamed for his 
^ ^ A. von Schelling: Russland u. Ewopa^ p. 235, Berne, 1948. 
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misguided conversion to Gatliolicism, and should be en¬ 
couraged to return to Russia, Pogodin poured cold water on 
this suggestion and urged that such a talented renegade as 
Pccherin should never be allowed to preach in Russia, where he 
might easily make more converts to the scheming cliurch of 
Rome than he had formerly made to the study of Greek. 

In a letter to I. Aksakov, Pccherin closed this controversy by 
making liis own attitude unmistakably clear: ‘The Editor of the 
Moscow News hopes for that sort of freedom of conscience which 
will benefit the Russian Government; i,e he would be glad to 
find Catholic priests serving the Russian autocracy. For myself 
at least I can answer this; I riex er was, and never will be, an 
obedient citizen. I sympathize warmly with the heroic deeds 
and sufferings of the Catholic clergy in Poland. Were I in their 
place, I would act as they do, if God granted me a share of their 
energy and faith. I never upheld that the Catholic religion in 
any country should serve as a support for autocracy and so help 
Nero to punish disobedient Christians. I fully share the opinion 
of that most noble representative of Catholicism, Montalcmbcrt; 
I desire that boundless freedom of conscience which he so elo¬ 
quently defended, and with him I believe in the future alliance 
of democracy with Catholicism. No Catholic priest persuaded 
me, or ever had the smallest influence over my mind. ... I 
voluntarily sacrificed to God what I valued most of all—my 
liberty. ‘"To the West, to the West,” an inner voice called to 
me, and to the West I went, whatever it might cost me. The 
Catholic faith came much later. Tt was only the conclusion to a 
long logical process, or more properly it was tiic last refuge 
left for me after the general destruction of European hopes in 
1848. a 

‘Now with deep concern I stretch out the hand of brotherhood 
to that young generation, to dear Russian youth, which I want 
to embrace in the name of the future, of freedom of conscience, 
and the Assembly of the Land.’^ (Letter from Dublin, 7 Sep¬ 
tember 1863.) 

Pechcrin showed rare courage in burning his boats^ while 
managing at the same time to preserve his critical judgement 
intact. From some marginal notes he left it is evident that, 
although a Catholic priest, he strongly disapproved the dogma 
of Papal Infallibility and hated the papal regime for its worldly 
* M. Gershenzon: Tstoria Molodoi Rossiiy p. 163, Petrograd, 1923. 
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intrigue and lying prelates.^ But he hated governmental Russia 
more wholeheartedly, never expressed regret for the hard 
(t)urse he had taken, and pinned his faith in the future (equally 
for Russia and Europe) on the gradual triumph of those orderly 
European ideals which were simultaneously alien to autocracy 
and revolution. No one but a Russian intellectual could have 
cultivated that peculiar blend of burning anger and impersonal 
love, which the self-exiled Pecherin expressed in tlicse un¬ 
compromising lines, 

How sweet it is to hate one’s native land, 

And eagerly await its utter ruin, 

And in its ruin to discern 

The dawn of a new life for the world.^ 


VIII 

Nicholas Ogarev 

The name of Nicholas Ogarev (1813-1877) is chiefly remem¬ 
bered as that of Herzen’s staunchest friend and disciple, his 
companion in exile, and his collaborator on The Bell. But he 
Seserves some independent consideration apart from, and 
prior to, his voluntary self-effacement in Herzen’s service. He 
then played a quite notorious part in Russia as a progressive- 
* ipindcd Westernizing landowner, who made valiant though 
unsuccessful attempts to apply French social doctrines to the 
thorny problems of Russian csfatc-management. 

At the earl^ age of twenty-two, when he was first sentenced 
to exile, he was already a charming lyrical poet and an aspiring 
philosopher, a g®od-natured Sybarite and a somewhat spoilt 
child. His term of exile was far from harsh, but it tore him away 
from the stimulating life of Moscow, and from the congenial 
circle of friends, who like him had played with the fire of Saint- 
Simon and Fourier. Whereas Herzen was banished to distant 
Vyatka, Ogare\' went no further than the Penza province, 
where be was placed under his own father’s benevolent super¬ 
vision. There he could continue to write wistful verse, and to 
work spasmodically at the outline of an all-embracing new 
philosophical system, while his father tried to smother his 

^ M. Gershenzon : Istoria Moiodoi Romi, p. 174, Petrograd, 1923. 

Ibid., p. 108. 
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graver thoughts by plunging him into a giddy round of local 
pleasures and obligations. 

His father’s death left Ogarev a wealthy independent land- 
owner, and the possessor of four thousand souls. In 1838 he put 
some of his ideas to the test of practice by freeing all the serfs on 
his main estate in the Ryazan province. He made over all the 
agricultural land to them in perpetuity, partly under separate 
deeds of private ownership, but leaving the woods, fishing-rights 
etc., under the control of the mir (village commune). 

Waving the wand of liberation over them, and providing 
them with land would, he fondly believed, suffice to fill his 
former serfs with an unpredictable access of zest and incentive. 
But he found, to his consternation that, on the estate where he 
had freed them, the peasants continued to plough their own 
land with exactly the same haphazard inefficicrncy as when 
they had worked for their landlord. Every exhortation to do 
better they countered with the sole response that, ‘if God gave 
a harvest, there would be bread’. After due reflection, he drew 
up a project for founding an ccolc polylechnique to grapple with 
rural backwardness. And here he noted ruefully under a series 
of headings ‘what the people do not know’. 

The specific list he made is all the more instructive, since it 
was compiled, not by a tough backward-looking slave-driver, 
but by the most conscientiously liberal landowner of his day. It 
constitutes a withering indictment of communal land-owncr,- 
ship by a former well-wisher of that system. Ogarev thus enu¬ 
merates what he had found to be the most tenacious peasant 
characteristics and their baleful consequences. 

‘ (I) No sense of honour, no idea cither of law or of any duties 
attached to citizenship. This partly accounts for their inertia. 

‘(2) Immutable observance of routine. They will admit no 
scientific explanation of any natural phenomena. Whether his 
clothes arc in rags, his hut filthy, or the soil badly tilled, the 
peasant is in no hurry to make any improvements, since every¬ 
thing happens as God wills. 

‘(3) Peasant faith in the arbitrary will of God amounts to a 
servile terror of power. Even as this fatalistic faith gives them a 
formal religion without any moral substance, so does the habit 
of slavery, recognized by the legislator, provide a formal legality 
without positive laws . . . I do not know how else to call equal¬ 
ity in liability for taxation combined with inequality of personal 
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ability, equality in allotment of land together with inequality 
of working capacity and capital. Our mir really consists of equality 
in slavery. Our communal administration is an assembly in 
which every member is at once executioner and victim, an 
“cnvier” and one who fears to fall a prey to the envy of other 
members. 

‘If in the West the idea of equality demands that all people 
should live equally well, in the commune it demands in fact 
that they should all live in equal wretchedness. The result of 
this whole communal structure is that the peasant (one might 
say the Russian man altogether) is by nature unable to grasp 
how any man can exist on his own without belonging to some¬ 
thing or somebody. Thus all the improvements which plain 
common sense ought to contribute to our social life are forced 
to break through on the sly, in circumventing the law and the 
commune by the exercise of deceit and fraud. . . . For the 
common people the idea of a literate man is merely that of a 
man who has acquired the skill to forge documents’.^ 

Still cherishing his faith in Fourier, Ogarw next founded a 
paper factory, employing serf labour under his personal super¬ 
vision. The experiment failed abysmally, and it cured him of 
Fourier’s optimism about the panacea of ‘co-operative labour 
groups’. He observed tliat the wage-earning peasant, even if he 
earns more money than before, ‘knowing that he can no longer 
• be dismissed for slackness, has no incentive to do his utmost. 
tVorst of all, he has no desire to raise his standard of life !’ When 
this factory was finally destroyed by fire, Ogarev decided to 
abandon further social experiments. 

In 1856 he shook the dust of Russia off his feet forever, and 
went to join Herjien in England. This working partnership was 
his most fruitful period. But his married life had been disastrous, 
and after Herzen’s death, left rudderless, he sank into a 
drunken torpor, relieved by lengthy lucid intervals. His last 
flickerings of reforming zeal found an outlet in educating the 
prostitute, Mary Sutherland, who lived with him, and in a 
keen qiorrcspondence with the exiled narodnik^ Lavrov, explor¬ 
ing untried means of making Socialist propaganda more 
intelligible and less misleading to its readers. 

^ M. Gershenzon: Istoria Molodoi Rossii^ 285 IT. 



CHAPTER II 


VISSARION BELINSKY 

I 

The Formation of the Russian Intelligentsia and of its 
Soviet Counterpart 

T he Concise Oxford Dictionary, with a toiicli of possibly 
unconscious irony, defines the word intelligentsia as, ‘that 
part of a nation (especially the Russian) wliich aspires to 
independent thinking’. It docs not tell us that in pre-revolu¬ 
tionary Russia the word acquired a narrower meaning, for it 
came to denote, not the educated and professional classes as a 
whole, but its more vociferous and politically-minded members, 
and chiefly those with burning radical convictions. Two major 
misconceptions sprang from this peculiarity. They still distort 
our understanding of the real Russian intelligentsia, and of 
those major authors of the nineteenth century, who did not 
belong to it. One is a readiness to believe that all outstanding 
Russians were politically militant, and such fanatical crusaders 
against the entire existing social ord(‘r, as both Tsarist and 
Bolshevik pundits have alleged them to be; the other is the 
assumption that a brutal and exasperating censorship perpetu¬ 
ally dimmed their brightest ideas, and clipped the wings of 
every aspiring critic, philosophcB or imaginative writer. 

The latter is the more plausible judgement of it^hc two, and 
would be truer, had it been less exaggerated by hostile radical 
prejudice in the past and by partisan prejudiQ.c today. Tsarist 
censorship never promoted fulsome hymns of praise to the Tsar, 
such as the Communist Party produces for the deified Stalin. 
It was deliberately negative, curbing but rarely strangling 
thought, except when thought infringed some clearly-defined 
political or religious articles of faith, which the Government 
held sacrosanct. Yet even so blasphemous a document as Chaad- 
ayev’s First Philosophic Letter managed to sec the light of day before 
it was condemned. And outside that carefully guarded but 
restricted area Russian talent could roam as the spirit moved it, 
warbling ‘its native wood-notes wild’ to a small but intensely** 
appreciative audience, which was all the thirstier for mental 
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stimulus because its normal life was often stuffy and dull. If 
political notes rang out from time to time, they sprang spon¬ 
taneously from a deeper spiritual concern; they were authentic, 
not carefully ‘inspired’ by the plans and promptings either of 
conspirators or of public-spirited committees. 

It would be absurd to suggest that censorship was not a curse 
to many writers, and inconclusive to argue that its severity 
roused minds which might otherwise have lain complacently 
dormant. It is none the less noteworthy that its most cramping 
phase, imposed by Nicolas I, coincided with the puldicalion of 
some of the finest creative and critical writing ever brought 
forth in Russia. Pushkin, Lermontov, Gogol, and Belinsky, 
managed to reap an abundant har\'cst from that seemingly 
barren soil. The justice of this obscrvalion has been confirmed 
by Soviet critics, who somewhat plaintively compare their 
present journalistic literature with the genius of the past, 
but manage to put the blame on their incompetent literary 
colleagues who have merely failed to immortalize in art a life 
so infinitely richer in stirring events and heroic characters,^ 

Radical convention still demands that we should study the 
history of the Russian intelligentsia as an epic struggle of brave 
find enterprising reformers against an obtuse tyranny which 
went on crushing them until successful revolution crowned 
their cflbrts to crush it. The psychosis bred by Nicolas I, and 
its h£lng-o\cr in the minds of nineteenth-century Russian 
publicists, are partly responsible for this one-sided approach. 
Many of the latter were so obitinately obsessed by the newly- 
discovered panacea of political liberalism, that they could no 
longer appreciate their eminent men of letters, unless they were 
also surrounded l)y the rosy haze of what turned out to be a 
bleak and illusory dawn. Every writer, in order to become 
worthy of consideration, must prove his credentials as a preacher 
with a clear-cut urgent message. In spite of Belinsky’s testimony 
to the contrary, pure artistic talent remained suspect, unless it 
pleaded an ulterior civic motive. The public was taught to 
tolerate everything—except original genius. Even Pushkin and 
Turgenev, in order to be made socially respectable, had to be 
camouflaged as schoolmasters of the Russian people. 

Bolshevik intellectuals, naturally enough, characterize still 
nforc rigidly those predecessors whom they single out as worthy 
* Komsomolskqya Pravday 13 May 1944. 
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of remembrance. Moreover in their strict separation of sheep 
from goals, of‘progressives* from ‘reactionaries*, they endeavour 
to build up the former as more intrinsically Rtissian than the* 
latter, by virtue of their revolutionary initiative. A recent policy¬ 
making article,^ which impertinently begs this complex ques¬ 
tion, begins by quoting the pontifical directive announced by 
Zhdanov earlier in that year: ‘It is well-known that Leninism 
incorporated all that was best in the traditions of nineteenth- 
century Russian revolutionary democrats.’ We are not told 
what was best or why, Soviet readers arc next abruptly informed 
that ‘the great Russian thinkers have been quite falsely repre¬ 
sented as pupils or imitators of Western writers’. It w’as high 
time to recognize them as pupils who liad far outstripped their 
former masters. The latest school of criticism—which is nothing 
if not exacting—demands in addition that all pre-Bolshevik 
Russian writers (including equally poets and political econo¬ 
mists) shall be categorically regraded according to the political 
camp to which the Party now assigns them. For instance, 
despite his firm stand against the revolutionaries, Tolstoy is 
admitted to the ‘progressive’ camp, because he showed bound¬ 
less faith in human nature, but especially in the nature of 
the downtrodden Russian peasant. Had he preferred Greek 
peasants, as Leontiev did, he would probably have been less 
favoured. Dostoevsky, on the contrary, is tossed without more 
ado into the ‘reactionary’ limbo, because he painted*such 
horrifying pictures of human degradation and vice, derived 
from Russian models, and in so* doing, is said to have grossly 
misrepresented and blackened ‘characteristic features of the 
Russian people.’^ But their imaginathe insight, mastery of 
verbal expression, the enduring qualities for M/hich the outside 
world still values these two writers, sink into minor ‘formal* 
side-issues tacked on to the serious business of promoting class- 
warfare. 

In this respect the Soviet critics of today liavc reverted to the 
methods of their mid nineteenth-century Utilitarian ancestors. 
Both try to hammer into Russian heads the idee fixe .that a 
literary work is valuable solely for the social utility of the 

^ Our Relationship to the Literary Heritage of the Past. BoVshevik, No. lo, 1947. 

* V. V. Yermilov : Against Reactionary Ideas in the Work of Dostoevsl^^ 
(lecture delivered lo the All-Union Society for the Propagation of Political 
and Scientific Knowledge), pub. Modem Quarterly^ vol. 5, No. 2, 1950. 
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message which it propagates. Both command the long-suffering 
public to take literature very seriously, while they exhort 
Writers to transmute into glowing symbolic language a hack¬ 
neyed round of platitudes, of which the public may be heartily 
sick. 

In the past the stronger writers could resolutely pursue their 
chosen path, ignoring the blasts of critical command. Today 
this is impossible. Both Tolstoy and Dostoevsky won their own 
reading public in the teeth of violent deprecation from the most 
influential radical critics. Opening the Press to free political 
discussion, which the early Bolsheviks favoured, might at last 
have freed imaginative literature from its unnatural obligation 
to promote political and civic campaigns. But the virtual 
abolition of censorship in 1905 did more to promote the spread 
of worthless or licentious books, like Artsybashev’s Sanin. Fresh 
hope revived during the opening years of the Bolshevik regime. 
Having re-instituted censorship, the Communist Party reason¬ 
ably put Sanin and some kindred products of the preced¬ 
ing period on their index of forbidden books. At the same 
time they not only fostered the competition of rival literary 
j^roups, but resolutely defended some of the talented but non- 
Communist Serapions and fellow-travellers against the strident 
attacks of the overwhelmingly numerous left-wing hooligans. 
But this restraint turned out to be a short-lived phase. By 
degrees the Party critics became installed as the sole permitted 
guardians of Russian proletarian purity, both past and present. 

II 

Vissarion Belinsky (1811-1848), the principal founder of the 
radical intelligentsia, is one of the outstanding Russian men of 
letters who defy every attempt to fit them into that painfully 
plain pre-fabricated pattern, sketched by insensitive liberal 
thinkers, and knocked into shape by the sledge-hammer blows 
of Bolshevik historians, and by what Stalin has so aptly called 
‘the engineers of the souP. Today in the Soviet Union he 
belongs, together with Dobroliubov and Cliernyshevsky, to an 
exalted triumvirate of ‘great teachers’, who are reverently 
quoted on appropriate public occasions. He is widely read in 
popular anthologies, selected and introduced by politically- 
trained editors. He has thereby grown into a worthy Bolshevik 
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patriot sans le savoir^ a native Russian precursor of what is now 
termed ^revolutionary socialist democracy*, an original though 
slightly muddle-headed evangelist preparing the way for the 
major prophets, Marx, Lenin and Stalin. His endless and rather 
endearing self-contradictions, his uncompromising artistic 
individualism, his immense indebtedness to German and French 
thinkers, tend to be slurred over or ignored. This one-sided 
appreciation of Belinsky springs as a normal consequence from 
that consistent Soviet policy which aims at building up a chain 
of respectable ‘national socialist’ ancestors in every sphere. It 
is even partially correct. But it does scant justice to Belinsky’s 
complex personality, and turns him into a black-and-white 
shadow of the vital and outstanding figure that he really was. 

Apart from being contradicted by his own emphasis, it is 
putting the cart before the horse to introduce Belinsky as a 
political revolutionary, or even as a social reformer, because he 
rarely thought or wrote in terms of politics at all. Dostoevsky 
remarked about him: ‘Belinsky is so pliable that even about 
literary matters he changes his views five times a week.’ And 
literature, or rather the impact of literature on human conduct, 
was always in the centre of his thought. 

Nevertheless Belinsky the moralist and social mentor, not 
Belinsky the self-critical critic and devotee of art, dominated 
two whole generations of progressive-minded Russians. Though 
he showed an extraordinarily sensitive and sound judgement of 
certain kinds of literary excellence, his highly-strung excite¬ 
ment about re-shaping the world had a more marked effect on 
his compatriots. Consequently his influence, where it w^as most 
infectious, did not prove to be an unmixed blessing. Though he 
cannot be held personally responsible for tlir pernicious ex¬ 
cesses of the civic attitude to art, he vaguely condoned its inten¬ 
tion. And his ambiguous bombastic talk about genius and 
talent serving social ideals-made worse by his own neglect of 
style and precision—helped his cruder disciples to inject into 
Russian literature that chronic ethical itch and journalistic 
shoddiness which nearly killed it several times. 

We can do more justice to Belinsky today by appreciating 
some facets which very few of his contemporaries or disciples 
seem to have understood. He was, as Turgenev truly observed, 
the central figure of his age, and the father of Russian radical 
thought. Yet he always visualized a non-political goal, hated 
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the superficiality and meanness ol* political controversy, and 
avoided it like the plague. He found his arch-enemy in the 
Spiritual stagnation which he saw creeping over Russian society 
in the reign of Nicolas I, a society partly smug, partly apatlictic, 
tormented by bullies and parasites wearing military or official 
uniforms, and choked by a relentless flow of government cir¬ 
culars and regulations. Belinsky felt that too heavy a price was 
being paid for the moderate degree of peace and order which 
temporarily prevailed throughout the Empire. He recoiled in 
horror from that ‘peaceful harbour, where only the mould is 
green, where the frogs arc. croaking under the soft mire—Away 
from that to any place where the waves roll freely under an 
open sky!’ 

In such a humdrum philistine society, intellectual talents, 
when they could not be canalized into existing official channels, 
quietly decayed or wildly ran to waste. Belinsky, despite his 
honesty and vigour, was mortified to find himself a ‘superfluous 
man’. The rigid hierarchy of Russian ranks and functions held 
no niche for him and his unconventionally gifted contempo¬ 
raries. They were dri\'en out to find their lonely fulfilment in 
art or critical thought. Against the dark oppressive clouds sur¬ 
rounding them the fiery sparks of the superfluous men flared up 
and died away; but the brief brilliance with which they shone, 
even when magnified or coloured by its Russian surroundings, 
^'as none the less a reflection from the major light of Europe. 
As Belinsky observed in 1834: ‘We discussed and argued about 
every new idea imported frofti abroad, but wc never grew, 
fostered or created anything of our own. Others worked before 
us. We merely took the ready-made product and exploited its 
use. Hence the scKTet of our quick successes, but hence also the 
cause of our incredible instability.’ 

The lack of any solid or admirable traditions which Russians 
could call their own, plus a healthy yearning to improve 
(though only among the educated) had made them assiduous 
imitators and borrowers from abroad. Belinsky approved of 
much ijiat had been borrow^ed, and he urged that the borrowing 
process should continue; but, he asked, need it be so haphazard 
in choice, so crudely misapplied to Russian life? Most repugnant 
to him was the medley of new-fangled intellectual fashions, 
derived from European countries, where they hung together on 
some kind of point d'appui, but then transferred in disembodied 
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forms to Russia, where they hopelessly enervated and distorted 
the growing educated class. Pushkin’s friend V. Kiichelbecher, 
wrote with a touch of exasperated humour about the dcbilitat'- 
ing effect of these European fashions on Russian men of letters: 
‘With us everything is a dreamy a spectre^ everything seems to be 
or tries to be, everything is as ij\ somehow or something. We long 
ago ceased to feel any spontaneous emotions; despondency 
swallowed up all the others. Wc all continuously bemoan our 
vanished youth, wc still chew and ruminate on that mis¬ 
fortune. . . . Our images are everywhere the same—the 
moon, which is of course melancholy and pale—dizzy cliffs, 
impenetrable thickets—in places w'hcrc they never need to be 
—sometimes mysterious shadows and \ isions—but chiefly mist^ 
mists over the water, over the pinc-forcsts, over the fields, and 
most of all, mist in the an thorns head.^ 

Belinsky’s clear and vigorous mind detested this morass of 
melancholy affectation, mental muddle, apathy and wasted 
talent. Resolutely refusing to be dragged down by it, he resisted 
its clinging destructive power with the desperate energy of a 
drowning man struggling to keep his head above water. Why 
had the source and sense of a natural way of life dried up in 
Russian society? ‘Wc arc people without a country,’ he com¬ 
plained bitterly; ‘worse than that, we arc people whose country 
is a ghost, and we are ghosts ourselves. Yet we arc people who 
make enormous demands on life, capable of any sacrificp, 
though forced to stand still like idle spectators. . . . Without a 
goal there is no activity, and \iithout activity our life withers 
away. The source of interests, purpose and activity lies in the 
substance of our social life.’ (Letter to Botkin, 8 September 
1841.) 1 

He soon came to the conclusion that a so-called civilized 
social life led nowhere unless it obeyed a stern but clear ideal of 
patriotism. A Russian patriot—so we are constantly reassured 
by eloquent Russians—^is infinitely more generous, humane and 
broad-minded than the petty nationalist or fanatically racial 
patriot produced by all the other nations of the world. Belinsky 
was one of the first to harp on this ticklish theme. At least he 
never degenerated into a servile ‘my country, right or wrong’, 
type of patriot. He never urged obedience to national leaders 
unless the tune which they called could be harmonized with His 
own exacting demands of social duty. Before he could bow the 
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knee in loyalty to her, he insisted that his country should be 
worthy of his personal respect. This guiding motive, more than 
&ny other, ran througJi all llic convulsive spasms of his self¬ 
contradictory temperament, and introduced a note of purely 
emotional coherence in liis short unsettled life. 

‘The fate of his country must lie heaxy on the heart of any 
vigorous and healthy person. He is bound to be ill with its 
illnesses, hurt by its sufferings. To love one’s country really 
means a passionate desire to sec in it the realization of human 
ideals, and to promote them as far as one’s strength permits. 
Any other kind of patriotism turns into a Chinese thing, love 
of one’s own merely Ijccausc it belongs to one. Peter the Great 
blasting his own son with curses, declaring he would rather have 
a stranger’s son but a good son—tlian his own, but a worthless 
creature—there is an enviable example!’ (.Article on Lermon¬ 
tov’s Works, 1840.) 


Ill 

Belinsky’s fatlier was a drunken provincial doctor, who envied 
and hated his son's intellectual gifts, and missed no opportunity 
^to bully and humiliate him in every way. His mother appears to 
have been an irritable, empty-headed woman, indifl’erent to her 
son’s fate, but permanently soured by her husband’s failure to 
rise higlier in the social scale. Belinsky escaped from this family 
Jiell ty w’inning a .scholarship at Moscow Univensity. He lived 
there in the utmost squalor on a miserable pittance, but he 
studied with all his might. Ifl 1831 he wrote a quite conven¬ 
tional romantic tragedy containing some abstract tirades in 
praise of Liberty. TJic university authorities heard about the 
manuscript and* pounced on this offence as a pretext to expel 
him from the university for what they termed ‘poor capacities 
and no application’. But a few years later this penniless outcast, 
without an atom of worldly influence, without even a university 
diploma, became the most powerful intellectual force in Russia. 
This is an extraordinary tribute to sheer personal ability buoyed 
up by unflagging enthusiasm, and it happened in the much- 
abused reign of Nicolas 1 . 

From 1831 until his death Belinsky liv'ed on his earnings as a 
Journalist. His first substantial critical articles Literary Dreams 
(published in Molva, 1834) expounded Schelling’s view of 
national character, and the way in which it ought to unfold in 
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evTry major nation which manages to grow beyond the vege¬ 
table stage. But lie wrote of course in terms of Schclling’s 
applicability to Russia, and his articles, circumscribed by this 
urgent sense of purpose, had the merit of being much more 
lucid and concrete than much of Schclling's cloudy philosophic 
jargon. He admitled as a regrettable fact that Russia had so far 
achieved no cix ilization of her own and no native literature, 
though the latter showed healthy signs of sprouting. He casti¬ 
gated empty-headed Petersburg dandies who chattered about 
the latest European fashions and applauded any nonsense, 
prox'ided it was expressed in French; he denounced literary 
charlatans xvlio prosliiutcd literature by their mercenary and 
cynical verbal exploits in pandering to the lowest popular 
instincts. As a sax ing grace, he warmly commended the younger 
generation of educated Russians for their manifest dissatisfac¬ 
tion with the existing state of culture, for the sound sense they 
showed in their deliberate reluctance to bring into the world 
more and more superficial second-rate and immature work, for 
the way in which they preferred to plunge instead into the pre¬ 
liminary study of science and philosophy, thus ‘tapping the lix-c 
water of knoxvlcdge at its ultimate source’. 

Belinsky’s early articles denounced so boldly and so much, 
that they made him many mortal enemies, but they also won for 
him a small following of devoted and loyal friends. Moreover, 
the positive side of his appeal proxoked a surprisingly rapid 
response in the more sensitive sections of Russian society. Bored 
and dissatisfied young dandies abandoned ballrooms and card- 
tables in order to bury themselves in libraries; dashing guards 
officers and bucolic country squires vied with each other in 
ordering thousands of volumes from abroad, in a rush to become 
conversant with the latest products of European philosophy, 
history, economics and belles lettres, Schiller, Byron, Goethe, 
Schclling, but above all Hegel, soon became household words 
in Russia, and the Shibboleths of the educated class. 

Meanwhile Belinsky, aided by the philosophic circle of 
Stankcxdch, had switched over from Schclling to the ethical 
metaphysician Fichte, though not to Fichte, the German 
nationalist doctrinaire. ‘Acquaintance with Fichte’s ideas first 
convinced me that the inner life of the spirit is the only real posi¬ 
tive concrete life, and that the so-called real life is a negation, 
a mirage, futile and empty.’ This phase of ultra-individualist 
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self-assertion, verging on insanity, luckily only lasted for a 
year. The next philosopher to captivate Belinsky was the in¬ 
evitable Hegel, through whom he fell into the opposite extreme 
of anti-individual state-worship. For a Fichtean the outside 
world could merely be an insignificant muddle, hardly worth 
worrying about, since nothing but the ego w^as real. Only when 
the self-asserting ego happened to be embodied in a German 
citizen Fichte simplified the problem by arguing that this happy 
coincidence rendered Germans superior to all other races. 
Such a philosophy sounded sweet to German ears, but it could 
hardly be expected to appeal for long to nationals of other 
countries. 

For a Hegelian, on the contrary, the outside world, and not 
the ego, became the incarnation of reason. The most perfect and 
highly organized form of reason, according to Hegel, reached 
fruition in the nation-state. To do him justice, Belinsky never 
felt at all at home either in Hegel’s Logic or in his Philosophy of 
Law. But he fell completely under the thrall of Hegel’s Philo¬ 
sophy of History, by virtue of which—though for no apparent 
reason—world affairs advance and improve by objectifying 
Hegel’s categories in a dialectical process. According to Hegel, 
fhat process had started from rudimentary Pure Being in China, 
and w^as growing more and more perfect as it approached the 
realization of the Absolute Idea in the German nation. But 
Hegeh had rudely excluded the Slavs from his list of ‘historic* 
races, and this >vas an awkward stumbling-block for his Russian 
admirers, who might reasonably have thought him guilty of 
national prejudice in not suggesting that Russia’s turn might 
come after Germany’s. Hegel would have none of this. He called 
the Slavs ‘a som^pre mass of tribes, without initiative’. If the 
nineteenth century belonged to the Slavs, he said, it would be a 
ghastly century. If Germany did not succeed in finally embodying 
the Absolute Idea, the burden of world history would surely be 
taken up elsewhere, perhaps by America—perhaps in a bloody 
contest between North and South America. In every age one 
nation alone could be charged w'ith the mission of carrying the 
world through whatever particular stage of the Hegelian dia¬ 
lectic it happened to have reached. Schelling, however, re¬ 
dressed the balance by prophesying a great future for Russia. 
This partly accounts for his immense popularity among the 
Russian intelligentsia. Belinsky was one of numerous Russians 
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who made Hegel palatable to his compatriots by sugar-coating 
his historical logic with Schelling’s more flattering prediction. 

Apart from tlie fascinating dialectic, Belinsky was at firs;t 
impressed by that aspect of Hegel’s doctrine which taught that 
the ordinary citizen ought not to meddle in public affairs, and 
should know how to leave the complicated business of politics 
in the hands of trustwortliy and skilful experts. Belinsky was 
delighted by the idea that disinterested individuals living under 
a stable Government, protected from the tedious and distracting 
demands of political intrigue, should be able to devote tlieir 
whole energy to productive work, and to serving the more im¬ 
portant tasks of civilization. He seems to have blissfully over¬ 
looked the danger that Hegel’s slate, being a law unto itself, 
could also indulge at will in every internal tyranny and every 
external aggression. In such a state, even if its rulers were 
occasionally wise and benevolent, civilization could at best 
flourish precariously under a sword of Damocles. 

In one of his confidential outbursts Belinsky told Bakunin 
that his whole life was in his private letters, meaning of course 
that he could unburden his soul in them, free from the cramping 
fear of censorship. A long letter which he wrote to a young 
friend in 1837 completely unveils his state of mind at this stage 
of his career. It contains much of his future in embryo and 
certainly deserves a place (which it is far from having received) 
among the major historical documents in the formation ^of the 
Russian intelligentsia. ‘Drown yourself’, he writes, ‘lose your¬ 
self in science and art, love th^m as tlie goal and necessity of 
your life, and not as mere instruments of education and winning 
success in the world—only then will you be blessed!... Can you 
understand the result without knowing its causes? Can you 
understand the history of mankind if you are ignorant of what 
makes a man? That is why philosophy is the source of all 
knowledge, and w'hy without philosophy every science is dead, 
incomprehensible and absurd. But it is no good beginning with 
philosophy. You must prepare for it by means of art. . . . Art 
strengthens and unfolds within you love; it fortifies you with true 
religion; for religion is truth in contemplation, whereas philo- 
sopliy is truth in reasoned knowledge. Without a prior sense of 
truth in feeling, it is impossible to acquire it in knowledge. . . . 

‘Above all, avoid politics and steer clear of any political 
influence on your cast of mind. Politics in Russia arc senseless. 
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and only empty lieads can busy themselves with political 
questions. Love what is good, and you arc bound to turn out 
Useful to your country, without thinking or striving to be useful 
to it. . . . 

‘If you want to understand the history of Russia—read the 
history of Peter the Grcat -hc will explain everything. All 
great sovereigns of other nations are inferior to our Emperor 
Peter. They all de\’eloped their peoples, leaning on the past, 
on traditions. Peter tore Russia from her past, broke her tradi¬ 
tions, and now it is al)surd to watch our muddle-headed learned 
men and poets who search for our national cliaracter and art 
in that antediluvian period of' our history from Rurik to 
Aleksei. Peter alone provides clear proof* that Russia derives 
her civil rights and freedom not from herself but from her 
Emperors, even as she has received so much else from them. 
Of course we still have hardly any rights, we are still slaves, if 
you like, but that is because we deserve to be slaves. Russia is 
still a child who needs a nurse, on whose breast her heart beats. 
The nurse is full of love for her charge, but holds a rod ready 
to punish it when it misbehaves. To give the child unlimited 
freedom would merely ruin it. To gi\*c Russia a constitution in 
her present state would be to ruin her. Our peoples’ only idea 
of freedom is licence—and licence is mischief. A liberated 
Russian people would not take its place in any parliament that 
w^as sfarted. They would rush off instead to carouse in the 
vodka-shops, to break windows, and to hang all noblemen who 
shave their beards and wear suits instead of kaftans—though for 
that matter most of these noblemen arc neither educated nor 
wealthy. The whole hope of Russia lies in education, and not 
in upheavals, not in revolutions nor in constitutions. . . . How 
many tyrannical landowners are there left in Russia? And those 
who remain, are they not despised by the others?’ Even our 
military hooligans now' are “quieter than water, lower than 
grass”. And now^adays a student who drinks a bucket of w 4 ne, 
and can still manage to stand upright, no longer earns the 
astonislv^d respect of his comrades. Rather, he arouses contempt 
and disgust. What is the reason for all this? 

‘ It is the establishment of some kind of public opinion, thanks 
to the spread of our education and perhaps even more thanks 
to*the power of autocracy. This autocratic power gives us com¬ 
plete liberty to think, if only a limited liberty to talk aloud and 
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intervene in its affairs. It allows us educated people to bring 
books from abroad, which may not be translated or published 
in Russia. This is a legitimate and laudable precaution on the 
part of autocracy, for ideas which may help you can easily ruin 
the peasant, who is bound to misunderstand them. . . . What 
we ought to realize is that the boundary of Russia on her 
European side is not a boundary of thought—because thought 
passes freely across—but it is a boundary^ against political 
tendencies harmful to Russia, and in that I sec not the slightest 
oppression of thought. . . . 

‘To l)c apostles of' enlightenment, that is our destiny. So let 
us imitate the early apostles of CJirist, w 4 io hatched no con¬ 
spiracies in secret or open political societies, but boldly spread 
their doctrines in the face of Emperors and judges, and feared 
neither fire nor sword. ... In the sphere of thought all 
national differences must disappear, and only the human l>eing 
will remain. So to the devil with the French! Their influence 
brought us nothing but ill. We imitated their literature and 
killed our own. Germany is the Jerusalem of the new liumanity. 
Yes, German philosophy is a clear and mathematically distinct 
development of Christian teaching. But we arc the rightful 
heirs of the whole of Europe. And therefore our destiny is 
already clear. We young people ought to initiate that alliance 
with Germany. . . (Letter to D. Ivanov, 7 August 1837.) 

A year later Belinsky wrote to his mentor Stankex ich fliat (le 
was beginning to suspect cither that philosophy must be non¬ 
sense or that people were cjuittf incapable of understanding it. 
‘Art is closer to me’, he wrote, ‘and a good cast of the Venus of 
Medici is worth more in my eyes than that stupid satisfaction 
which I once sought in the solution of mo>al problems. Tlie 
moral point of view ruined for me the whole flower of life, all its 
imagination and charm . . . We should be thankful that the 
poisonous breath of analysis did not touch Pushkin, and tliereby 
deprive us of a great poet.’ 


IV 

In 1839 Belinsky obtained through the editor Kraevsky a 
permanent post on the newspaper Fatherland Annals. He hated 
journalistic work, which, he complained, blunted his brain and 
sucked his blood dry; he pictured himself ‘like Prometheus in a 
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caricature; Fatherland Annals is my rock, Krae\^sky is my vul¬ 
ture’. If only he were not obliged to write more than three 
articles in a year, he said, he could guarantee they would all 
three be worth reading. But he stuck to journalism solely in 
order to earn a living, and this explains quite adequately why 
so few of his writings are readable today. His best articles, he 
declared, were those which he worked out in his head, but 
which were neither written nor published. 

By 1840 he already showed distinct signs of revolt against 
orthodox political Hegelianism, against ‘the real is the rational’, 
against the absolute primacy of any organization, whether 
governmental or social, over its indi\'idual ( onstituent parts. 
‘I curse my desire to be reconciled with disgusting realities’, he 
declared. ‘The liangman exists and liis exislence is rational, but 
it is none the less horrible and revolting. For me the human 
personality is higher than history, than society, than mankind 
itself.’ By 1841 his volte-face was complete. He candidly noted 
that in the pre\ ious year he had thought the diametrical oppo¬ 
site of what he thought now, and cautioned himself tlius: 
‘Evidently one should avoid fanaticism.’ He confessed to his 
friend, the amiable tea-merchant Botkin: ‘You know my 
ilature. It always runs to extremes, and nex er slays in the centre 
of an idea. With pain and labour I part with one idea and pass 
on to another with all tlic enthusiasm of a proselyte. Thus now 
I hav^ switched over to a new^ extreme—the idea of socialism, 
which has become for me the idea of ideas, the essence of being, 
the question of questions, th« Alpha and Omega of Faith 
and Knowledge. . . . Everthing derives from it, exists for 
it, and goes towards it. It has (for me) absorbed histor)', 
religion and philosophy. . . . Society lives through a definite 
sum of definite convictions, in w^hich all its members are welded 
into one, like the rays ol tlic sun focused in a burning glass, and 
they should be able to understand each other without needing 
to speak a word. That is why in France, England or Germany, 
people who have never met, complete strangers, can feel their 
kinship. . . . But we arc people without a fatherland—^no, 
worse than that, w e are people whose fatherland is a ghost. . . . 
Social solidarity {Sotsialnost') or death! that is my motto . . . 
what good is it to me that a genius on cai'th lives in heaven, 
wflhen the crowd wallows in filth? What do I gain if the world 
of art, religion and history is open to me, when I cannot share 
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it with all who should be my human brothers, my neighbours 
in Christ, but who are strangers and enemies to me—on account 
of their ignorance. My heart bleeds and beats convulsively whcH 
I look at the crowd and its representatives. ... I know that 
the Middle Ages were a great epoch. I understand the sacred¬ 
ness and grandeur of its religious feeling; yet the eighteenth 
century' is dearer to me, the age of religious decline. In the 
Middle Ages they burned at the stake heretics, free thinkers, 
and sorcerers—in the eighteenth century they beheaded aristo¬ 
crats, priests and other (memies of God, reason and humanity. 
But the time will come, I ardently believe, when nobody 
will be burned, and nobody will be beheaded, when the 
criminal will beg to be punished for the sake of mercy and for 
his own salvation—and he will not be punished, but life will 
then be his punishment even as death is now.’ (8 September 
1841.) 

Belinsky’s faith in feats of human conscience compels respect, 
even from the sceptic, but he seems to ha\e naively taken for 
granted that all his ‘human brothers' pined Ibr the same lofty 
satisfactions as he did, and that their ignorance alone pre¬ 
vented them from realizing it. We find him repeating these 
protests in a feverish tone of self-denial. In their blend of fierce 
challenge with would-be submissiveness they sound like a per¬ 
sistent echo of his Christian upbringing modified by a strident 
note of Hegelian intellectual arrogance. Nevertheless few 
months previously he had formally renounced Hegel root and 
branch, and what is more, the *Heg(*lian dialectic—as another 
letter to Botkin clearly shows. Itisacharactcristicallyimpassioned 
and sweeping denunciation, but it seems to have received inade¬ 
quate attention from Hegel’s Marxian disciples in Russia. ‘I 
suspected a long time ago that the philosophy of Hegel was only 
a moment, though an important moment, that the absolutism 
of its conclusions is worthless, and that it would be better to die 
than to be reconciled with them. Out of living phenomena he 
has made phantoms, who cling to each other with bony hands 
as they dance in the air over a graveyard. The “subject” for him 
is no end in itself, but a mere means for the momentary ex¬ 
pression of a general idea, which treats the subject like a Moloch, 
playing with it for a while, and afterwards throwing it away like 
a pair of worn-out trousers ... I have weighty reasons to Be 
angry with Hegel, for I realize that I was faithful to him (in 
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feeling) when I accepted the existing state of affairs in Russia. 
All his talk about morality is utter rubbish, for in the objective 
domination of abstract ideas there can be no morality, even as 
there can be none in an objective religion {e,g. in Indian pan¬ 
theism where Brahma and Shiva are equal gods, i,e. where 
good and evil hold equal sway). The fate of the subject, the 
individual, the personality, is more important to me than the 
fate of the whole world, more important than the well-being of 
the Chinese Emperor {Le. the Hegelian Absolute). . . . With 
all due respect to your philosophical philistinism, I have the 
honour to inform you that even if I succeeded in climbing to 
the highest rung of the ladder of development—there too I 
would ask you to render me an account of all the victims of 
caprice, superstition, of tlie Spanish Inquisition, Philip II, etc. 
Otherwise I would rather throw myself down head foremost 
from the topmost rung of that ladder. I do not want happiness 
even as a gift if I cannot have a quiet conscience about every one 
of my blood brothers! They say that a certain amount of dis- 
harmony is a condition of any harmony; maybe that is profit¬ 
able and melodious for masters of music, but it certainly is not 
for those on whom falls the lot of fulfilling the idea of dishar¬ 
mony.’ (Letter to Botkin, i March 1841.) 

After his healthy and sweeping re\’ulsion from German 
philosophers, Belinsky seems to have found temporary refuge in 
i]j.c study of French socialists. But a Russian proverb says: if you 
have burned your mouth on milk, you will blow even on water. 
Belinsky had swallowed the bitftr pill of Hegelianism and after¬ 
wards spat it out. This chastening experience seems to have 
stopped him from ever again linking his flexible ideals with any 
new pattern of social organization. Admittedly he wrote that 
Louis Blanc’s Histoire des Dix Ans was a re\dation to him, and 
that Louis Blanc’s personality filled him with reverent devotion 
but that went no further than an outburst of sympathetic feeling 
for another man. Later on he found fault with Louis Blanc, 
whom he described as suffering both from a swollen head and 
a swollen heart. He read the fashionable Saint-Simon and 
Fourier, but his owm frequent changes of faith, though they had 
not dimmed his ardour, had made him wary of dogma. He 
observed with relief that he had already shed romanticism, 
niysticism and all -isms. Moreover he shared the experience of 
the most rabid Russian Westernizers as soon as they became 
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travellers in Europe. Europe\s charms were most alluring when 
seen from a great distance. 

After visiting France and Germany he began to reproach 
Europe, as if she had failed to fulfil her secret promises to him. 
Simultaneously Russia rose in his esteem. ‘Real pauperism—the 
authentic proletariat—’ he wrote, ‘can only be seen in the West, 
especially in miserable Silesia.* In France he found ‘a syphilitic 
sore running through the French body . . . the bourgeois who 
ruins children labouring for his gain, grabs the shirt from a 
beggar's back in order to secure payment of his debt, encourages 
vice because he derives financial profit from it.’ 

Unlike many Russians who revelled in sweeping generaliza¬ 
tions about the West as a whole, Belinsky drew clear distinctions 
between the better and worse features which struck him so 
forcibly in different parts of Europe. Odd as it may seem (but 
Belinsky was a bundle of contradictory enthusiasms) he ex¬ 
pressed profuse admiration for the English parliamentary con¬ 
stitution, especially for the system of bicameral government 
which enabled the middle class to counterbalance the aristo¬ 
cracy. ‘As a result of this,’ he proclaimed, ‘the English govern¬ 
ment is as civic-minded, generous and magnificent as the 
French government is base, vulgar, petty and shameful.* 
Belinsky’s friend Botkin was a confirmed Anglomaniac, and 
this factor may have swayed his judgement. 

About the time of his extensive journey through Russia (184^) 
Belinsky’s social religion seems to have cooled down. A closer 
knowledge of actual Russian coflditions led him towards a more 
sceptical estimate of the French Socialists, and simultaneously 
to a soberer view of their limited applicability to Russian re¬ 
form. ‘The problems of this age are ours, only so far as they 
apply to our own situation; everything else is foreign to us, and 
we play the part of Don Quixotes when we get excited about 
such ideas. In this way wc earn the scorn of Europeans rather 
than their respect. At home^ in ourselves^ around us\ that is where 
wc should seek botli the problems and their solution.’ Even 
among the French, the historically distant Voltaire and 
Rousseau seemed to Belinsky far more lasting figures than the 
contemporary French socialists, whom he described as a well- 
intentioned party, making a lot of noise, but weak and trivial. 
There is some evidence to show that towards the end of his life 
he had reverted to a rather more complicated version of his 
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old faith in enlightened despotism as the only way out for 
Russia. In a letter to Kavelin (22 November 1847) he wrote, 
Vor me Peter—is my philosophy, my religion, my revela¬ 
tion in everything that touches Russia. He is an example to 
great and small who want to get things done.’ He told Annen¬ 
kov that the Russian liberals wore enemies of all success, for 
they irritated the government by their impudent stupidities, 
making it nemnis, and ready to suspect revolutionary plots 
where there was nothing of the kind. Yet his contempt for 
liberalism in Russian politics was clearly founded on his diag¬ 
nosis of Ru.ssian perculiaritics. It did not prevent him from 
finding progressive \ irtues in that same industrial middle class 
which is still the backbone of liberal mo\ emcnts in Europe. 

The peculiar vision of a new Peter the Great, driving a picked 
team of bourgeois technicians in the industrialization of the 
Ru-ssian Empire, emerges again in one of the last letters he 
wrote. ‘My belie\ing friend [Bakunin] and our Sla\ophils have 
helped to cure me of any mystic belief in the people. Where and 
when did a people ever free itself? Always everything was done 
by individual leaders. ^Vhcn arguing with you about the bour- 
g<’oisie, I upbraided you for being a conserx ative, but I was then 
*an ass, and you wci e a wise man. The whole future of France is 
in the hands of the bourgeoisie. Progress depends on them alone, 
though the people can ])lay at times a passive and co-operative 
jole. "When I announced in the presence of my believing friend 
that a new Peter tlu^ Great was necessary for Russia, he attacked 
my idea like a heresy, saying that the people should do everything 
for themselves. What a naive Arcadian thought!... He went 
on to argue, God save Russia from European bourgeoisie! But 
now it is clearly ji'isible that the inner process of social dc\ elop- 
ment in Russia will not properly begin till the Russian nobility 
has been transformed into a bourgeoisie.... The best Slavophils 
idolize the common peoplc jusllikc my believing friend; but they 
derived their ideas from the socialists, and in their articles they 
quote George Sand and Louis Blanc.’ (Letter to Annenkov, 
15 February 1848.) 


V 

The political thread which runs through Belinsky’s thought, 
though persistent and definite enough, never took first place in 
his mind. Fundamentally he cared little about the state and its 
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forms, except to the extent that they helped or hindered 
the civilized life of society. He was the first Russian thinker 
to suggest how it was possible to stop the incessant tug-of^ 
war between governmental authority and individual desires. 
Nothing but wisely directed power could eliminate the causes 
of their conflict, but power must come from above. An intel¬ 
ligent government (kept up to the mark by a resolutely inde¬ 
pendent intelligentsia) would learn how to stimulate and 
enrich personality instead of stifling or tormenting it to death. 
The Russian government had nearly reached this stage, since 
it had adopted officially a recommendation made by tlie intel¬ 
ligentsia— i.e. that the states and all classes of society could 
be reconciled in the common cause of developing national 
character as an ideal of international culture. The gravest flaw 
in this hopeful programme was the government’s own interpre¬ 
tation of what national character should be. Official narodnosf 
hardened more and more into a blatant and repressive military 
Chauvinism, which not only flatly contradicted Belinsky’s 
personal ideal of Russian character, but trampled down the 
nascent intelligentsia wlio were struggling to express their 
version of it. 

Like most Russian intellectuals who temporarily succumbed 
to the German spell, Belinsky wrote some rather banal rhetoric 
in praise of universal moral qualities, but lie remained shrewdly 
aware of the sticky morass to which a pursuit of humane cosmo,- 
politanism could lead. That explains Ikw in theory, at least, 
he found himself at one with the government w'hen he took 
refuge in national character as the main motive force of modern 
civilization. Yet his interpretation of national character, unlike 
that of Nicolas I and Uvarov, became and e has remained a 
source of inspiration to intelligent Russian citizens. For him 
Russian national character was neither a lyrical tribute to 
the static peasantry nor a nebulous reflection of Schelling’s 
romantic philosophy in a few effervescent Russian minds. It 
was a lively embryo. Although it was only just starting to peck 
its way out of the shell, it already revealed a wider range of 
positive human qualities than had yet emerged in any other 
major European nation. In short, the essence of Russian national 
character turned out to be its power of international synthesis on 
the human plane. * 

Let Russians therefore beware of tying down their broad 
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expansive natures under the strait-jacket of any wretched one¬ 
sided philosophy. For had they not already proved themselves 
to be refreshingly versatile and eclectic compared with the more 
developed but horribly self-centred French, Germans or Eng¬ 
lish? Russia was not such a weak and sickly growth that she 
needed to built a Chinese wall to preserve her national identity 
from being obliterated by foreign incursions. She did not need 
to be Inghtened of new' European ideas. On the contrary, she 
throve best of all on acquisitions imported from abroad, pro¬ 
vided she knew how to adapt them for her special needs. "We 
take from the English’, he wrote, ‘their industry, their general 
business ability, but in so doing we need not become mere in¬ 
dustrialists or business men.’ And on the negative side : ‘Every¬ 
thing European which is not humane we should reject with as 
much energy as everything Asiatic which is not humane.’ Only 
Russian national characKT could be so rich and many-sided 
because the Russian Empire w^as already the most multi¬ 
national of states, the most inherently international of nations, 
drawing from West and East alike, and what is more, setting 
the values of humane culture higher than political conquest or 
economic power! 

Such was Belinsky’s nearest approacli to a coherent ideal 
after he had cut himself free from his temporary bondage to 
a succession of German philosophers. Unfortunately he never 
mana*gcd to disentangle his emotions from a subconscious 
veneration of the nation-state; worse still, he continued to con¬ 
fuse human society with the state, and the state with individual 
rulers just as fatally as Hegel did. 

This fluid habit of mind blurred his judgement. It led him to 
identify all human culture with the social expression of national 
character—an error to which one egocentric country after 
another has since fallen victim—and which culminates in the 
modern reductio ad ahsurdum of rival de facto ‘national socialist’ 
states, great and small, bocrsiing their unique perfections under 
a variety of pretentious names. Yet he warns us that national 
character is no more than a foundation for personal character. 
‘Personality without a nation is a phantom, but so is a nation 
without personalities’; Belinsky informs us: ‘The one condi¬ 
tions the other. The nation is the soil, preserving the living sap 
oF every growth, personality is the flower and fruit of that soil. 
What personality is to the human being, nationality is to the 
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human race. Without nationality mankind would be a lifeless 
logical abstraction, a word without content, a meaningless 
sound.’ He failed to see that the absolute primacy of national 
o\'cr personal character must sooner or later strangle the latter, 
while appearing to lend it shape and colour, and ultimately 
thus destroy itself. This is what started to happen under 
Nicolas I. 

He then tries to justify his own passion for Peter tlie Great 
by telling us that great men are always and inevitably 
‘national’ like tlie people to which they belong. Thus the 
struggle between an active genius and his sluggish environment 
turns out to be, not a duel between human initiative and the 
bondage of national institutions, but a fight wMin the nation¬ 
state between its vital elements and its dying ones, betw'een the 
advance of reason and the stagnation of habit and prcjudictr. 
And since the masses always li\ e by habit and follow the line of 
least resistance, the strenuous opposition of genius to the masses 
is a necessary stimulus to both, and simultaneously a test of the 
mettle of genius. ‘The life of a people is not like some little boat, 
which any insignificant man can push in the direction he wants 
by a light movement of his oar.’ 

Belinsky became uneasily aware that the more his outlook oii 
Russian society ripened, the nearer lie drew to his old enemies 
the Slavophils, who had attacked him so bitterly w'hen they 
founded the MoskvHyamn in 1842. They w ere barely kept'apart 
by his love of Peter the Great (w hom most of them abominated) 
and by his lasting hatred of the Orthodox Church w hich to him 
stood for ‘darkness, chains and the knout’. But in romantic 
patriotism the Slavophils were, as Herzen said, 'nos ennemis, 
les amis’. In 1846 Belinsky had Joined the stcjffof The Contem¬ 
porary and moved from Moscow^ to St. Petersburg. His Survey of 
Russian Literature for 1846, written for that journal, stated un¬ 
equivocally his latest \ crsion of the way in which the embryonic 
Russian national character could grow up into an adult 
civilized society. Though it reads more like a confession of faith 
than a programme of action, it shows a measured judgement 
and restraint which is rare in Belinsky’s stormy utterances. ‘The 
Slavophils were right in many w’ays, but none the less their role 
is negative, though useful for a time.’ In a private letter to 
Kavelin he seized the opportunity to enlarge on this idea': 
‘You accuse me of Slavophilism. That is not entirely without 
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foundation. Like you, I love the Russian personality and believe 
in the great future of Russia, but like you I build nothing secure 
on the foundations of that love and hope. I do not use them 
as irrefutable demonstrations of something which is bound to 
happen. You have entered into the idea of personal develop¬ 
ment as the substance of the history of the Russian people. We 
want to go through this process quickly, but history is in no 
hurry. In our country personality is only just emerging from 
the sliell, and what is why Gogol’s types arc still the truest 
Russian types. ... I can’t bear enthusiastic patriots . . . 
hardened sceptics arc a thousand times better, for hatred is 
sometimes only a special form of love, but I must admit that 
quiet sceptics arc w'retchcd and unpleasant to me, abstract 
people, pa.ssportless human wanderers. . . . Enthusiasts often 
make mistakes, seeing in the object of tlieir love qualities which 
are not there at all, but sometimes lo\'e alone can discover 
beautiful and great things which are. hidden alike to ordinary 
obscr\ation and to the intelligent mind.’ (Letter to Kavelin, 
22 November 18.J.7.) 


VI 

Belinsky’s rather accidental contribution to tiic present 
Russian brand of national socialism has been inctitably singled 
out by So\ict critics as his principal asset. His rare political 
ytteranccs have thus been torn from their context, and his 
essentially a-poliiical outlook has been almost ignored. Often it 
has been imputed to the rigoars of censorship, rather than to 
his own temperamental preference for non-political themes. In 
fact his whole life was devoted to the promotion of literature, 
philosophy and art, and to the painfully difficult task of bring¬ 
ing the best literature and art closer to the daily life of educated 
Russian citizens, before they were corrupted by the worst. ‘In 
speaking of the successes cjf our social education,’ he w'rotc, ‘we 
really speak about the success of our literature, because our 
education is derived from the immediate effect of our literature 
on the, ideas and conduct of society. Literature created the 
temper of our society, has already transformed several genera¬ 
tions, sharply distinct from each other, and has thus set up a 
method for the internal reconciliation of all classes. 

‘It has formed a kind of enlightened public opinion, and 
brought forth something like a special social class, which differs 
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from the middle class in not being composed solely of commer¬ 
cial or tradespeople, but of people from all classes. Thus they 
are able to approach each other through the medium of culture, 
which with us is exceptionally concentrated in the lo\’e of good 
literature.’ [Thoughts about Russian Literature.y 

Influential Soviet critics, while rightly paying tribute to 
Belinsky’s educational zeal, have laboured conscientiously to 
build him up as the forerunner of‘Socialist realism’, as the far¬ 
sighted rex'olutionary who had preached the subordination of 
literature and art to the needs of the ‘progressive state’— i.e. to the 
social imperatives of the ruling intellectuals. In fact this attitude 
appears to be the exact reverse of what Belinsky wanted. Ox er 
and over again in his articles he castigates the official critics, 
the dry moralists, the anti-aesthetic wooden rationalists, who 
were so busy blocking the living springs of Russian thought with 
dust and ashes. The last long article lie wrote before his death 
(Survey of Russian Literature for 1847) returns to tliis theme 
with a parting flash of ardour. ‘The scientist proves, the artist 
reveals, but both, if they succeed, com ince people, the one by 
logical demonstration, tlic other through images and pictures. 
But whereas the first is heard and understood by few, the latter 
can be understood by many. . . . What pure art is, even its 
adv-ocates cannot explain. An idea of purely German origin— 
for no such art exists—it is a bad extreme of another bad 
extreme, i,e. dialectical, didactic, cold, dry, dead art, (vhosc 
creations are nothing but a rhetorical exercise on given themes. 
Beyond doubt art must first of ail be good art, and after that it 
can express the spirit and direction of society at certain periods. 
No one can disobey with impunity the intrinsic laws of art. A poet 
works wonders^ can set the whole of literature moving in a new direction^ 
so long as he instinctively and unconsciously obeys the call of his own 
talent. But the moment he begins to reason and search for a philosophy he 
will stumble and fall. The giant is suddenly weakened^ like Samson 
shorn of his hair. Being more sensitive tlian others, no artist can 
possibly escape being influenced in his work by the society 
around him.’ 

Belinsky had no doubt that an artist who tolerates a clique of 
intellectual pundits who tell him what to do, or to explain in 
rational terms what he has done, is either a charlatan or a 
miserable nonentity. ‘At present many people arc carried away 
* W Belinsky : Sochineniya, vol. 4, p. 293, 1900. 
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by the magic word‘‘trend’', and take it as thcroot ofthematter, 
without being aware that in the sphere of art no tendency is 
worth a brass farthing without talent, and secondly that the 
trend, if it has any substance, must exist not only in the head 
but also in the heart and blood of the writer.’ 

Any form of intellectual art, whether ‘civic’ or ‘pure’, whether 
‘social-minded’ or ‘aesthetic’, was equally senseless and re¬ 
pugnant to Belinsky. An artist, worthy of the name, stands like 
a force of nature in the very centre of life, and cannot help 
standing there. That tiresome, hackneyed and fundamentally 
senseless controversy about ‘art for art’s sake’, ‘the ivory tower’, 
etc., simply did not exist for him. He could not take seriously 
the barren intellectual aestheticism which first invented such a 
silly theory, and then restricted art to some dry ‘pure’ intel¬ 
lectual activity with a totally non-imaginali\ c function, like the 
pursuit of higher mathematics. 

f’or Belinsky the main duty of a literary critic was simply to 
discover and promote artistic talent in literature, and thus to act 
as an intermediary between society and the talented imagina- 
ti\'e artist, who could not help being in advance of society. This 
involved a parallel obligation to pour cold water on all artistic 
pretensions devoid of talent. A critic who encourages counter¬ 
feit art is worse than a bad critic; he is a social criminal; for he 
helps sw^indlers to make money or gain credit through debauch¬ 
ing people’s minds. Belinsky practised wdiat he preached. He 
• \^as the first to demonstrate the genius of Pushkin, Lermontov 
and Gogol, and to expound tlvir immense and lasting value. 
His discerning eye also detected Turgenev, Goncharov and 
Dostoevsky as rising stars, though he only lived long enough to 
read their earliest w^orks, and though he expressed bitter (but 
quite unwarranted) disappointment in Dostoevsky’s failure to 
live up to the radical standard of Poor People. He foretold a 
remarkable future for Herzen. Indeed his judgement of his 
contemporaries merits a study on its owm. 

We arc apt to forget that the most mature and profound crea¬ 
tions of Pushkin were at first coldly received by the Russian 
reading* public, and offensively reviewed by the leading critics. 
Belinsky was not forcing an open door when he fought for 
Pushkin’s fame against ‘absurd and pitiful fools’ wdio obstinately 
adhered to poetry as an art of squeezing conventional senti¬ 
ments into correct compact rhymes or edifying parables. 
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‘Without anger, I say to our literary Old Believers, no Russian 
has ever had such an indisputable right to educate our youth, 
our adult readers and even our old men, if the spark of beauty 
and human sympathy has not died in them, because we know 
no more moral poet with such tremendous talent/ In other 
words, Pushkin docs not follow any ethical aims, but he is 
ethical solely by virtue of his brilliant expressive gifts. Consis¬ 
tently enough, Belinsky revolted with equal force against all 
moral maxims or principles applied to human conduct unless 
tlicy were uplicld by {)owerful moral emotions. He poured 
contempt on the ‘calculating moral philosophy’ of Kant, and in 
one of his letters to Bakunin he bursts out: ‘I despise and hate 
the benefactor without love, and would rather decide to throw 
myself headlong into the abyss of vice and egoism than to be 
a Quaker, a \'ulgar rationalist, a Puritan, a Sectarian, good 
tlirough calculation, lioncst through self-love, not to steal from 
others only in order not to gi\'e them any right to steal from me 
. . . Better to be a fallen angel, a de\’il, than an innocent, sin¬ 
less but cold and slimy frog.’ (i6 August 1837.) 

In the same letter he discovered that North Americans had 
become tlic living incarnation of that moral philistinism which 
goaded him to fury. Though this impression had no more solid 
basis than a rapid perusal of Fcnimorc Cooper’s novels, it was 
enough to provoke the folknving violent and rather comic dia¬ 
tribe: ‘Living in Pyatigorsk, I read a lot of novels, including 
some of Fenimore Cooper’s, from wdiich I gained a complete 
understanding of the character*of *\orth-American society. My 
sluggish but not yet frozen blood boiled with indignation at the 
picture of that disgustingly benevohml and honest society of 
traders, of those new Jews, renouncing the Gospel, but recogniz¬ 
ing the Old Testament. No, better Turkey than America! 
Better to wallow for ever in mire and filth than to dress tidily, 
brush one’s hair and to think the whole of human perfection 
consists in that!’’ 

Belinsky’s battle in defence of Pushkin’s genius and its value 
to Russian society was easy and straightforward compared with 
the next campaign which he undertook, an uphill fight to 
vindicate Lermontov. The tepid or cold reception accorded to 
Pushkin’s works was nothing to the storm of indignation 
and outraged pride which assailed Lermontov’s A Hero of Our 
' Sochineniya, vol. 4, p. 993. 
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Times. Belinsky did not belong to the band of quixotic persecuted 
ntellectuals who leap impulsively to the defence of every lost 
or unpopular cause, provided it has become unpopular enough. 
He championed Lermontov on positive grounds, because he 
immediately and instinctively understood the originality of 
Lermontov’s hero, Pechorin. He found in this figure, not just 
another variation of the obvious and already trite Byronic hero, 
the cold, self-centred, melancholy but handsome and cultured 
brigand; he discovered instead a living image of his own un¬ 
compromising protest against a vulgar Philistine society. Of 
course he revered and admired Pechorin as an imaginatixe 
creation, but he could have gone that far, as others did, even if 
Pechorin had been a moral monstrosity. But Belinsky felt a far 
stronger attraction to him as a moral type of human being, as a 
tragic symbol of spiritual striving corrupted and defeated by 
smug and vulgar surroundings. Who were those puny Russians 
who dared to condemn Lermontov for glorifying Pechorin’s 
perverse and wicked cynicism? ‘In that man is spiritual strength, 
will-power, which you have not; through his worst \iccs flash 
hints of greatness, like lightning through black clouds. He is 
noble, rich in imagination, even at those moments when 
nbrmal human feeling deserts him. He has another destiny, 
another path than yours. His passions are storms, purifying the 
air of the soul, his crimes, however terrible, are acute illnesses 
in a young body, but hardening it for a long and healthy life. 
These arc levers, sharp attacks, but they are not gout, rheu¬ 
matism or haemorrhoids, all those sluggish diseases from which 
you, poor creatures, sufl'er so unprofitably.’ 

Pechorin is embittered because he is unloved, but Belinsky 
can justify his bitl^erncss, because those whose love he fails to 
win arc futile paltry people whose approval is w^orth nothing. 
They cry out against him as a vicious monster, but that is only 
what they pretend; in truth they hate him because he tow-ers 
above them in his moral grandeur. Belinsky quotes approvingly 
Pcchorin’s own confession: T w-as ready to love the whole 
world; no one understood me; so I learned to hate. For fear of 
being mocked, I buried my best feelings in the depths of my 
heart, where they died. When I spoke the truth, no one believed 
me, so I began to master the arts of of deception.’ But Pcchorin’s 
unrequited love, driven underground, re-emerged in the shape 
of a more sinister twisted passion, in thirst for powder, in a craving 
• £ 
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for the satisfaction of bending other people to his will. His 
own experience of suffering taught him the pleasure of inflicting 
torment on others. E\il bred evil, and revenge was sweet. In 
defending Pechorin’s vices, Belinsky makes a less convincing 
case than he did in gauging Pechorin as a Russian portent. He 
falls back on rather lame extenuating comparisons with com¬ 
moner and meaner vices; Pechorin is no cold egoist like the 
self-satisfied Philistine; nor is he bored and indifferent like 
Pushkin’s Evgeny Onegin, who never suffered so intensely as 
he does. 

Undoubtedly the figure of Pechorin, immensely popularized 
by Belinsky’s famous interpretation, entered deeply into the 
texture of Russian society. It often imprinted a misleading 
image on minds only too ready to be carried away by any fresh 
whirlwind of excitement. Crude attempts by self-intoxicated 
men to emulate the excesses of this hero are visible in the careers 
of those romantic revolutionary assassins and sadistic tyrants in 
the governing class, for both of which the history of modern 
Russia is famous. Nor was the spell of Lermontov ephemeral. 
Today tliroughout the Soviet Union cN cry schoolchild can read 
his poetry and prose in excellent illustrated editions, and I was 
astonished to learn on good authority in 1945 that, of all the 
Russian classical authors, he was the favourite reading of young 
Red Army officers. 

It would be far-fetched to conclude, from his hero-wolship of 
Lermontov, that Belinsky sliould himself be numbered among 
those romantic revolutionaries* who glorified men possessed by 
strong emotions uninformed by thought, and devoid of con¬ 
scious concern for the social consequences of their actions. It is 
true that he ranked emotion higher than intelligence, but only 
until he discovered that they were inseparable elements of a 
single psychological process. Indeed in the same article on 
Lermontov he defines passion as the first stage of thought, and 
draws a rather neat analogy between the passionate stormy 
beginnings of Lermontov’s hero and the purifying initiation 
rites of a long and healthy development for the Russian nation. 
‘Passions are nothing else than the first stage of a developing 
idea; they belong to a young heart, and only a fool can admire 
them for a lifetime; many calm rivers begin in noisy waterfalls, 
but not a single one roars and foams all the way down to the 
sea. Fulness and depth of feeling do not permit wild transports.’ 
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VII 

Belinsky’s name is linked with Gogol even more closely than 
with Pushkin or Lermontov, for Gogol provided the maximum 
amount of ammunition for the busy social critic. He first estab¬ 
lished the struggling poverty-stricken commoner as a fashion¬ 
able literary theme; he first lit up the sordid lives of Russian 
provincial landowners and officials in that type of sweeping 
social satire, W'luch lent itself most readily to controv ersial com¬ 
mentary. Apart from this, Belinsky thought he had found in 
Gogol a vindication of what he had hitherto sought in vain, the 
triumphal forward marcli oi' Russian history. Gogol’s famous 
passage about the symbolic troika^ racing wildly onwards, made 
an indelible impression on his mind. It caused him abruptly to 
abandon his opinion that Russian society was stagnant, and to 
jump to the opposite (onclusion that it was (xccplionally 
dynamic. ‘In Russia everything moves, not in years but in hours 
—five years for Russia is almost a century’, he announced. ‘I'he 
age of Catherine is already so far aw'ay that it seems to be a 
mythical perspective, not merely old, but almost ancient his¬ 
tory.’ (Letter to Kavelin, 22 November 1847.) 

In one respect Belinsky remained unshaken throughout his 
perpetual see-saw^ of conversions; he never stopped denouncing 
the monstrosity of moral preaching. He revered Gogol (until he 
wrote* Correspondence with Friends) as a perfect example of the true 
artist wdio never preached. Only works of art, Belinsky tirelessly 
repeated, and not merely the ^great exemplary ones’, are the 
key to tlic moral world. Only a society educated on such works 
could acquire an unconquerable and instinctive aversion to 
ugliness of every .kind. ‘Nothing can have a stronger or more 
beneficial cfTect on morals than the novels of Gogol . . . The 
moral motive in an artistic composition consists in a complete 
absence of any attempt on the part of the author to aim at either 
amoral or an immoral purpose. Facts speak louder than wwds, 
and a faithful picture of a moral horror is far more powerful 
than aijy attacks on it. But such inspiration is only accessible to 
rare talent. Only talent can be moral in its works of art.’ 

Belinsky’s personal taste was sound, and less insensitive to 
style than his own diffuse hurriedly-written essays would lead 
one to believe. He sensibly recognized that works of genius, in 
literature as in other spheres, are supremely rare events, and 
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fully intelligible only to a few discerning minds. Therefore, with 
a healthy flair for satisfying wider educational demands, he 
assigned a function to vigorous belles-lettres and lively criticisn^, 
as legitimate secondary forms of literature, provided that they 
nourished and sustained people during the long intervals which 
must elapse between the creation of masterpieces. Without such 
constant exercise and stimulus of critical judgement, he argued, 
human desires and tastes would grow stereotyped, their 
spiritual standards would fall; nothing else could save society 
from sinking into a deadly monotonous routine, punctuated by 
outbursts of coarse and trivial relaxation. 

The publication of Gogol’s Correspondence with Friends pro¬ 
foundly shocked and Jiorrified Belinsky, because it seemed to 
be a categorical renunciation of all that he liad formerly loved 
and praised in Gogol’s work. How could the genial author of 
Dead Souls relapse into a preacher of sermons—(Belinsky’s bite 
noire) —a champion of the Orthodox Church and of that 
degrading servility and mental darkness which the Church 
upheld? 

Belinsky’s famous letter to Gogol on this occasion became a 
landmark in Russian social thought, familiar to every educated 
Russian—and so mucli taken for granted that later generations 
never troubled to read Gogol’s book, against which this dia¬ 
tribe had been directed. That is a cogent reason why we ought 
to have at least a nodding acquaintance with the book before 
considering Belinsky’s letter. 

Strange as it may seem, every page of Gogol’s Correspondence 
with Friends is bursting with ideals of social service. Belinsky’s 
attack on it is animated by identical motives. The force of both 
is marred by strident notes. Both show streaks of religious 
fanaticism, but neither are conventionally Christian in con¬ 
tent. Gogol proclaimed that he could in no way justify his 
literary work unless it was a service to his country, a determined 
effort ‘to guide society, even one generation, towards the 
realization of beauty’. His acute sense of personal responsibility, 
his feverish concern for Russia’s civilizing future, speak from 
every line. He diagnosed the same disease as Belinsky, but he 
prescribed a different remedy. ‘You should cut down the evil at 
its roots, not from its branches.’ Without the prior awakening of 
the individuals constituting society, reforms of social institutions 
were worse than useless. 
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He accepted the Orthodox Church, but more as a flexible 
organic part of Russia than as a sacrosanct religious phenomenon. 
His own heart was set on earthly happiness and not on dreams 
of immortality, and he described his worship of Christ in almost 
secular terms, setting the wise refined and penetrating human 
psychologist far higher than his claims to divine stature. Since 
the key to every outward improvement must be a radical up¬ 
heaval in the human soul, Gogol recommended the firmest 
institutional conservatism compatible with a pure personal 
conscience. A landowner should remain a landowner, and a 
serf a serf. Each should perform the duty attached to the posi¬ 
tion he already occupied, instead of disintegrating society by 
yielding to his private greed, malicious envy or vicious idleness. 

For Gogol social therapy lay chiefly in the art of exercising 
personal influence. The more privileged and enlightened people 
are, the bigger is their responsibility for exerting the appropriate 
kind of influence. The Governor’s wife, for instance, should set 
an example to lesser women by shunning useless extravagance 
and ostcnlation. She could do this by dressing with dignified 
modesty and by wearing one and the same dress at all the recep¬ 
tions and balls which duty demands she should attend. Russians 
would be well advised to think more about curing their personal 
defects and those of their family circle and to speculate less about 
the brilliant future of their country in the world. ‘The slumber¬ 
ing helmsman, instead of scrutinizing attentively and with clear¬ 
sighted eyes the banks, the islands and the land past which he is 
floating, still fixes a tired and scciscless gaze on some dim mirage 
in the misty distance, although he has long ago lost any faith in 
that deceptive horizon.’ The artist speaks in Gogol to the last, 
and like Belinsky, he reiterates that preaching is futile, if only 
because it is the least effective method of persuasion. 

Belinsky hardly seems to have appreciated that Correspon¬ 
dence with Friends was little more than a bald schematic 
summary of Gogol’s latest ideas, which he intended to incorpo¬ 
rate in the purely imaginative setting designed for the second 
part of/Dead Souls’. Unfortunately the artistic execution fell 
too far short of Gogol’s hopes, for this was the manuscript which 
he later threw into the fire in a fit of despair. 

We must admit that some of Gogol’s social arguments are 
logically weak; others would have more relevance in a non- 
Christian type of society than in the Christian theocracy he 
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advocates. A Christian landowner, for instance, after long brood¬ 
ing and mental self-torture, would be almost certain to conclude 
that it is sinful for him to own serfs. He would next want to 
liberate them, and he thereby proves that GogoFs institutional 
conservatism must inevitably be broken down by a consistent 
Christian conscience. But a civilized pagan would not be worried 
by such scruples provided that his slaves were justly treated. 
Gogol loved Rome and wrote with enthusiasm about the warm 
human relations, uniting landowners, farmers and workmen, 
wiiich he had observed in Italy—^relations w^hich, he claimed, 
’’could heal the sore of class enmity from which Western Europe 
suffers’. Perhaps a pagan strain in Gogol’sown mixed Ukrainian 
blood, a half-conscious sympathy for the Graeco-Roman tradi¬ 
tion of whic h Rome showed him so many splendid relics, 
prompted his argument in favour of maintaining the Russian 
status quo^ if it could only be ennobled by a regenerated race of* 
wiser and more self-disciplined human bcungs. He spoke thus 
to Annenkov in a conversation about the perfected Russian 
landowners wrhom he had conceived to animate' the second part 
of Dead Souls, characters who combined Greek enterprise and 
inventiveness w^ith solid Russian common sense and Russian 
readiness to obey commands from their superiors. 

However that may be, Belinsky saw nothing in Gogol’s book 
except what he wanted to see, a plea for quictist political con¬ 
servatism linked with the barren ritual of the Orthodox Church. 
For him these were red rags to a bull, symbols of a return to 
that intolerable stagnation andrdarkness against which he had 
struggled all his life. Annenkov, who was staying with Belinsky 
in a German watering-place at the time, relates how Belinsky’s 
face turned white aft(;r reading part of Gogol’js book, and how, 
without saying a word, he retired to his room. There, on the 
spur of the moment, he composed his furious letter. Since it was 
written outside Russia, Belinsky could affcjrd to let himself go, 
and he made the utmost of his opportunity. The article on 
Gogol’s book, which he published in The Contemporary, is tame 
and tepid in comparison. 

Starting with an expose of his own sectarian individualistic 
version of Christian ethics, rather similar to Tolstoy’s final 
phase, Belinsky’s letter introduced a striking argument to prove 
the natural atheism of the Russian people. 

‘Christian doctrine sa\'ed people only before it was organized 
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into a church and founded on Orthodoxy. The true sense of 
Christ’s words emerged again in the philosophic movement of 
the last century. That is why a Voltaire, extinguishing by ridi¬ 
cule the European bonfires of fanaticism and ignorance, was 
more a son of Christ, part of his flesh and blood, than any of 
your priests, metropolitans and patriarchs. Eastern or Western. 
Can it be that you do not realize this? And how could you, the 
author of Dead Souls and The Inspector^ sincerely sing a hymn to 
the Russian clergy, setting it immeasurably higher than the 
Catholic Church? . . . Do you not realize that our clergy is 
universally despised by Russian society and by the common 
people? . . . According to you, Russians arc the most religious 
people in the world; what a lie! Religion is based on piety, 
obedience and fear of God, but a Russian pronounces God’s 
name while he scratches himself. . . . Examine them more 
intently and you will discover the contrary, that they are by 
nature a deeply atheistic people. True, they are extremely 
superstitious, but without a trace of religion. There is no 
mystical exaltation in their nature; they have too much com¬ 
mon sense and clarity of mind for that, and thence may spring 
the immensity of their historic destiny. A religious state of mind 
Ifas not e\’en developed in the clergy . . . the majority of 
whom are more remarkable for their fat bellies, scholastic 
pedantry and barbaric ignorance. They are models of indifler- 
ence i*n matters of faith. Only the sectarians arc religious pheno- 
nicna, and they arc so contrary in spirit to the mass of the 
people and so insignificant in numbers. . . . 

‘I will not enlarge on your dithyramb about the loving links 
uniting the Russian people to its rulers. . . . But I make one 
comment. When a European, espcciiilly a Catholic, is seized by 
the religious impulse, he becomes an unmasker of tyranny, like 
the Jewish prophets, accusing the strong ones of injustice. With 
us, on the contrary, if a man (even a decent one) is afflicted by 
the disease, known to psychiatrists as religious mania, he at 
once pays more tributes to earthly gods than to the heavenly 
one, oversteps all limits so that the earthly God may wish to 
reward "his servile zeal, and thereby compromises himself in the 
eyes of society. ... In literature alone, despite our Tartar 
censorship, is there life and a forward movement. That is why 
we esteem so highly the profession of letters, why literary 
success comes so quickly even to slight talent. . . . And our 
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public is right in this respect. They see in Russian writers their 
leaders, protectors and saviours from Russian autocracy, 
orthodoxy, and national character. That is why they are ready 
to forgive a writer for an inferior book, but they will never 
forgive him a harmful one.’ (Letter to Gogol, 15 July 1847.) 

Perhaps the most remarkable feature of this letter, arising 
from his diagnosis of Russian atheism, is the priestly role w'hich 
Belinsky insists on handing over to the Russian intelligentsia. 
They will be the new moral leaders of society, so long as they fulfil 
the confidence reposed in them as guides, philosophers and 
friends. Belinsky accused Gogol of betraying the Russian people 
by preaching submission to Church and State. Gogol, witli equal 
sincerity, claimed, in so doing, to be the champion of their 
essential spiritual interests. In fact Belinsky approved only one 
side of Gogol, and he could not conceal his sense of personal 
outrage, when the unsuspected reverse side rose to the surface. 
Gogol’s crime was not that he had !)etraycd Russia, but that he 
had betrayed Belinsky’s own idejil version of Gogol as he 
wanted him to be, a permanent social rebel, a consistent 
satirist and atheist. 


VIII 

Whatever wider meaning he attached to the dilFusion of 
culture and sc ientific knowledge, as driving forces of human 
civilization, Belinsky clung to his faith in the spiritual domina¬ 
tion of exceptional personalities, and explicitly rejected the 
mystic belief in the common people which he at one time shared 
with the radical Slavophils and Socialists. At every stage he 
reverted to Peter the Great as the model ruler for Russia. Cos¬ 
mopolitan culture he found blank, featureless and repugnant; 
international solidarity he never even considered in any con¬ 
crete sense. But the sordid facts of Christianity in Russia, after 
nearly a thousand years of Tsars and Metropolitans, led him to 
question the viability of Christian ethics as a whole, as well as 
to reject its supernatural side. Thus, in becoming a social 
psychologist, Belinsky moved a step in the direction of the 
English Utilitarians, but without succumbing to their facile 
rationalization of human motives. Why, he asked, this perpetual 
call to altruism, self-denial, self-sacrifice, if instead of har¬ 
monizing tlic impulsive and complicated Russian nature, it 
makes demands which cramp and exasperate unalterable 
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human egoism? Is there no other way of turning egoism, the 
source of all evil, into the source of every good? If coarse animal 
self-assertion separates and antagonizes jjcople, can it not be 
transformed into its opposite, into a force which unites and 
draws people together? ‘Is egoism less capable of being trans¬ 
formed than other equally strong natural instincts, which are at 
one with it—personal ambition or sexual passion? Surely love, 
sympathy and respect are also manifestations of egoism, not a 
suppressed and mutilated egoism, but one w'hich has been 
vigorously trainerd and adjusted to recognized moral needs?’ 
And must this ac.hie\^cmerit remain confined to a few spiritual 
athletes? ‘In spite of centuries of commands to love one’s neigh¬ 
bour as oneself, have we so much as five people who would feel 
upset by blows which do not fall on their own backs?’ It looked 
as if the impossible and monstrously artificial command to 
practise universal love—prolonged and harpe^d on beyond 
human endurance—liad slid over by degrees into cold in- 
difl'erence or smouldering hatred, ready to burst out at any 
opportunity into violent destructive storms of rage. 

If only government and society w'ould face the stubborn fact 
that most liuman beings arc by nature ingrained but not in¬ 
tractable egoists, they would be less inclined to underestimate 
or shirk their own big educational responsibilities. Ramming a 
a code of social principles down their throats w'as a time- 
honotred method of goading recalcitrant Russian citizens into 
a course of action. But by intensifying the resentful cynicism of 
its victims, that method progressively handicapi)cd its own 
efficiency. Therefore Belinsky started to contend that the most 
effective civic training could never come from church or state, 
but only from hitman beings without a civic axe to grind, and 
most effectively from the guiding hands of men of genius, like 
Pushkin or Gogol, reinforced by a devoted intellectual priest¬ 
hood, consisting of people like himself. 

In its alluring but extravagant expectations this argument 
bears some resemblance to the claims of Communist intellec¬ 
tual aristocrats today. But attempts to identify Belinsky and the 
Communist elite in other respects are not at all convincing. In 
the first place, he resolutely opposed pushing intellectuals or 
artists into any organized political role; they could work best 
when left in peace. Of course, if they lacked the minimum pre¬ 
requisites for any fruitful work, they would first have to fight 
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for them; and if all the healthy instincts of a free society capitu¬ 
lated to overwhelming force or anarchy, a self-respecting 
intelligentsia would endeavour to hold the last line of defence; 
before it perished. But struggles about conditions of work de¬ 
rived their sense from its need for quality. Moreover Belinsky 
conceived the function of an ‘educator’, important though it 
was, to be an auxiliary and modest one. He never played with 
the idea of regimenting intellectuals as a crusading army, or as 
the permanent police force goading on the victims of a compre¬ 
hensive and codified national programme. Unless they re¬ 
mained self-effacing, humble and above all a-political, they 
could never be whole-hearted devotees of science and art. They 
could not, to use a Christian analogy, serx e God and Mammon, 
or a God-Caesar. The moment they enrolled under a political 
banner, they would forfeit their principal raison d'etre. Therefore 
the comforting cocksureness of the obedient Communist could 
never be theirs. 

Ultimately the kind of intelligentsia conceived by Belinsky 
could only be recruited from people with enough moral cour¬ 
age to face invincible unpopularity. Not many talents would 
long live up to such exacting standards. Apart from this in¬ 
trinsic hardship, common to most ideals, Belinsky’s argument 
suffers from an insurmountable weakness in lending itself to 
adaptation for ulterior motives. It played too easily into the 
hands of any ambitious autocrat or popular dictator,* who 
needed a fresh pretext to mask the exercise of spiritual tyranny 
o\'cr the multitude for whose bewefit he claimed to govern. 

Belinsky never faced this issue squarely. It shattered his 
happy dream that a gifted minority, without any political or 
economic axe to grind, sliould guide a well-in |,cn tinned govern¬ 
ment and trustful people in climbing further up the tortuous 
path of civilized virtue. At times Belinsky seems to have inclined 
towards a drastically simplified faith in human perfectibility, 
seeing as a better world one in which healthy boisterous 
Russians would play a leading part, from which effete Persians 
and corrupt Chinese had been finally eliminated. For, he as¬ 
serted, ‘education cannot possibly improve people in whom 
there is no longer a germ of vital growth’. Applied to Persians or 
Chinese it would, he said, ‘only make their innate vices more 
refined, calculating and perverse.’ We should recall that he 
described Peter as ‘a divinity, rousing us to life.’ 
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This messianic motif in favour of the Russian elect hardly docs 
justice to Belinsky in his more balanced phases. It sprang from 
the extremely flimsy notion that Russians possessed a special 
quality of universal virtue denied to other Europeans or 
Asiatics. Yet many of the more patriotic Russian intellectuals 
were tinged with this half-conscious obsession. Belinsky had 
tentatively suggested that Russia would move forward when her 
aristocracy was transformed into a bourgeoisie. Pisarev, liking 
the theme of innate Russian virtue thwarted by cruel circum¬ 
stances, went a stage further, and rejoiced in advance about the 
immediately ennobling effect of western education on Russian 
businessmen. The large-minded Russian man of affairs, he 
urged, unlike tlie more acquisitive European, would quickly 
learn to sec the folly and dangerous example of unscrupulous 
private greed; he would start to identify his own long-term 
interests with the personal welfare of his employees! 

Undoubtedly Belinsky’s fury for rational clarity never 
managed to dispel a diffuse mysticism about the future of his 
native land. Such fantasies were for him a legitimate sport 
or perhaps an indispensable drug. Yet he guarded himself, 
though he could not guard his followers, from jumping to wild 
unw'arranted conclusions. It remains to Belinsky’s credit that 
his intellectual honesty preserved a tinge of healthy scepticism 
even when he allowed his imagination to run riot; and when he 
could forget for a moment about the Russian enigma he could 
become as sane as the most scientific positivist, without being 
half as dull and narrow-minded. This is evident from a letter 
which he wrote to Botkin in February 1847, less than a year 
before his death. In it he indicated that he had outgrown 
French philosophy in the same way as previously he had 
embraced and finally discarded the more formidable German 
metaphysicians. Both, having taught him their purely disci¬ 
plinary lesson, had outlived their usefulness. ‘Let metaphysics 
go to the devil’, he now proclaims; ‘. . . To liberate science 
from the ghosts of transcendentalism and theology, to demar¬ 
cate the; boundaries of the human mind, those within which its 
acti\dty is fruitful; to cut it off once and for all from operating in 
the spheres of fantasy and mysticism—that is what the founder 
of a new philosophy should do, but that is what Auguste Comte 
cannot do, though together with many other remarkable minds 
he makes it easier for the right person to succeed. . . . For 
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Comte annihilates metaphysics, not as a science of transcen¬ 
dental absurdities, but as a science of the laws of the mind. 
For him the ultimate science, the science of sciences, is physie- 
log)^ He thereby shows that both philosophy and history are 
equally alien to his nature, that the only sphere of knowledge 
open to him is mathematics and natural science.’ 

It may seem odd {\vdi such an impassioned rationalist as 
Belinsky should finally emerge as the first modern Russian to 
state a firmly reasoned case for the liquidation of all system¬ 
building philosophy. But that is the upshot of what he did, 
confirming thereby the sceptical vigilance of Hume, and fore¬ 
stalling the x'ision of Tolstoy in his more lucid moments. He 
concluded that scientific thought derives its value as much from 
setting boundaries to intellectual knowl<*dge as from enlarging 
its small sphere of certainty. And in so doing, he pointed to 
the unfettered possibilities of the unknown sphere, where a 
liberated imagination is entitled to reign supreme. We should 
be sanguine enough to hope that in the long run, Belinsky’s 
present motivated popularity in the Soviet Union may lead to 
more appreciation of his far-ranging perspicacity, which the 
politically-guided approach to him has tended to obscure. 





N’I COLAS GOGOL 

From a par trail by A. Ivanov 



CHAPTER III 


THE ORIGINAL SLAVOPHILS 

I 

Soviet Links with the Si.avophils 

M ost Russian publicists, unless they were Slavophils them¬ 
selves, have habitually underestimated or misrepresented 
the Slavophil movement. The more ‘scientific’ European 
historian has been puzzled or irritated by its enigmatic charac¬ 
ter, by its stubborn evasion of any precise definition ibrmulated 
in normal historical terms. Its champions, even more than its 
enemies, have done their best to pin it down to formulae, 
though to contradictory ones. Yet it was born, and still remains, 
a motive mercurial faith, a fluctuating Protean impulse, which 
slips out of every attempt to crystallize it in any single intelli¬ 
gible doctrine or any consistent programme of action. Herzen’s 
words about the darker side of its emotional origin apply to its 
whole stormy course: ‘Slavophilism, not as a theory or a teach¬ 
ing, but as an indignant national feeling, as a dark memory and 
mass instinct, as a reaction against ovcrwdiclming foreign in¬ 
fluence, already existed at the time when Peter the Great shaved 
ofFthc'first Boyar’s beard.’ Those nominalists w^ho w^ould neatly 
confine the Slavophil pfienomcnon to a short-lived esoteric 
fashion, set by a few patriotic tiristocrats after tlie Napoleonic 
Wars, would do well to consider its previous incarnations and 
even more its later reappearance in unexpected historical 
shapes. The hercti-p martyr, Avvakum, was a remote progenitor 
of Khomyakov. The fierce but essentially conservative tenacity 
of the Sectarians and Old Believers, all fundamentally Slavophil 
by temperament (if not in conscious thought) continues to 
echo in those eruptions of nostalgia and in that more calculat¬ 
ing xenophobia, which complicate the progress of the Soviet 
Union, the only major country in the world which prevents its 
citizens by law from marrying any foreigner.^ 

The Soviet approach to the Slavophils, especially to their pan- 
Orthodox extremes, has been more gingerly in theory than it 
has been in practice. That is why it can best be demonstrated 
^ Decree of Supreme Soviet, February, 1947* 
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by reference lo recent historical events. The discerning literary 
historian, D. S. Mirsky, observed in the early twenties that 
Moscow had never been so national as since she became tlie 
scat of the International. He might ha\'c added—and perhaps 
he meant—that Russian nationalism, through its Byzantine 
legacy, had often exerted an international appeal, but never 
with such marked effect as since it switched from Orthodox 
Clirislianity to a more universal Orthodox Communism, which 
appeals most to those w^ho know it least, and therefore finds 
devoted champions throughout the world. 

In order to make the horrors of the Revolution seem worth 
while, it was imperative to w'ipc out the past, to start the new 
era with a clean blank sheet. Thus Bolshevik policy demanded 
at the start that the new nationalism should appear to have con¬ 
demned the old beyond recall and severed every link with it. 
These calculations were upset when international revolution 
failed to spread. Bolshevik leaders then perforce fell back on 
building a strong ‘Socialist Fatherland’ within the reduced 
borders of the Soviet Union. An atavistic return to ancient 
policies and habits, if called l.)y various new and suggestive 
names, may for a time create the comforting impression that one 
is moving forwards rather than backwards. By designedly indus¬ 
trializing their country at break-neck speed, the Bolsheviks 
were of course moving forward technically, but in their policy 
they reverted to methods which Peter the Great had used two 
centuries before—with one important difference. Whereas 
Peter had aimed at EuropcSlnizing Russia, tlie Bolsheviks 
aimed at converting Europe—and the whole world—to their 
own Soviet Orthodoxy, a creed which, despite its novel Euro¬ 
pean slogans and furor lechnicus^ reverted in Bolshevik hands 
to more distant features of the Russian past. The crusading 
ferocity, heresy-hunting, tlie fanatical zeal, counterbalanced by 
love of torture and casuistry, which distinguished medieval 
Christianity, and reached its most Russian phase in the reign 
of Ivan the Terrible, seemed to come to life again in the 
twentieth century. 

Indeed the underlying political continuity between Russian 
history before and after the Revolution, between the Moscow, 
Petersburg and Soviet periods, became so striking—and as a 
disciplinary drill so advantageous to the government—that it 
soon became respectable to talk about it in suitable up-to-date 
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language. The moral heritage of the Revolution had been 
quickly transformed. Keen Bolshevik idealists turned into 
astute business-managers and i)lace-huntcrs. This was a partial 
reconciliation with the familiar past, which needed to be camou¬ 
flaged as another great step forward. Judick)us Soviet intel¬ 
lectuals were encouraged to draw more overtly on the rich 
spiritual capital of their nineteenth-century ancestors. Of course 
the radical Weslernizers look pride of place, carefully interpreted 
as forerunners of world-brotherhood between a Westernized 
Russia and a revolutionary West. But Tsars were praised as 
well as rebels. I\'an the Terrible and Peter were both revived 
as heroic figures, though each had merely to fulfil a transitory 
historic task in building up the Russian slate. The more com¬ 
plex Slavophils could not be fitted in so categorically, but they 
were no longer dismissed as before in a few scornful phrases. 
We find a solid academic confirmation of this revised Soviet 
attitude in N. L. Rubinstein’s Russian Historiography (1941). 
Here the Slavophils come in for the usual, now rather per¬ 
functory, reproach about their "unscientific’ brand of national¬ 
ism. But they are allowed to atone for this by virtue of having 
drawn attention to the hidden treasures of Russian folk-lore 
and the sturdy force of Russian national character. 

Unfortunately the revival of these amiable Slavophil qualities 
has been quite overshadowed by the more pan-Orthodox 
ejements of Soviet nationalism, and by a deliberate but scarcely 
noticed absorption of the Orthodox Church into the framework 
of Soviet organizations. Evei^nc knows that the Bolsheviks 
started off by persecuting Christians of every denomination, 
especially the Orthodox clergy, as Tsarist counter-revolu¬ 
tionaries and ‘cn>smies of the people’, i.e. of the Soviet regime. 
But after a long period of' trial and error the clumsy anti-God 
campaigns still failed to exterminate Russian Christians, and 
ended in a tacit admission of error by the Soviet Government. 
This admission became effective when the Parly reversed its 
tactics on the "religious front’. The 1936 Constitution of the 
U.S.S.R. formally conceded ‘freedom of religious worship and 
freedom of anti-religious propaganda’ (Article 24). In 1939 
Bezbojniky the monthly organ of the Militant Atheists’ League,^ 
published a noteworthy interview with the Orthodox Patriarch 
of Georgia, in which this eminent divine expressed his opinion 
^ Bezhojnik, No. 21 , 1939* 
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that a powerful religious revival was at hand, but one which 
would fiise with Communism, since Communist ideals did not 
contradict Christian doctrine. Moreover, since 1934 Pokrovsky’s 
text-books, with tlieir strictly Marxia nclass-war interpretation 
of Russian history, were banned from the Soviet educational 
curriculum, and a new group of adaptable scholars was set to 
re-write history. One reason given for Pokrovsky’s disgrace was 
that he had neglected to point out ‘the progressive quality of 
Christianity as compared with the heathen barbarism of ancient 
Russia’.^ Sucli incidents showed how far the Soviet rulers were 
prepared to go in order to mobilize Christians, especially 
Christian leaders, on their side, after having vainly done their 
utmost to liquidate tlicm by administrative measures. Un¬ 
doubtedly the n(‘w policy succeeded much better than its pre¬ 
decessor. During the last world war the major Christian 
communities in Russia, including the Baptists, appear to have 
loyally supported the Soviet state in the hoj)e that it would 
prove to be a lesser evil for them than Hitlerite Germany. 

In the winter of 1942, when the German armies were near to 
Moscow, and Russia’s fate was hanging in the balance, there 
suddenly appeared under the imprint of the Moscow Patriar¬ 
chate a sumptuous publication entitled The Truth about Religion 
in Russia. It consisted of a symposium written by various highly- 
placed members of' the Orthodox clergy, with preface by the 
Acting Patriarch, Sergei. The first part bore the title ‘The 
Russian Church is loyal to its Motherland’; the second part 
contained lurid illustrated accounts of how Russian churches 
and monasteries liad been violated by the ‘German Fascist 
crusaders’. Though much of the book was skilfully designed 
and timed to enlist the sympathy of foreign Christians in favour 
of Soviet Russia, it also marked a more advanced stage in the 
reintegration of the Orthodox Church into the larger national 
Orthodoxy of the Soviet Union. Significantly enough, the book 
made no mention of the ‘Living Church’, or any of the Christian 
sects, formerly preferred by the Bolsheviks for their intensely 
anti-governmental spirit. It looked as if the Soviet Government 
had fallen back on the old Imperial tradition of Orthodoxy as 
a pillar of the State. Of course the content of both had changed, 
but ‘la forme entrainc toujours le fond avee elle’. Soviet citi¬ 
zens, if they insisted on remaining Christians, would be least 
^ Malaya Sovyetskaya Entsiklopediya, vol. 8 , p. 386 . 
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dangerous, if not positively useful to the state, as members of a 
single national Church, lb make sure of this, the reconstituted 
Holy Synod was linked with the central government by the 
creation of a new Council for Orthodox Church Affairs under 
the U.S.S.R. Council of Peoples’ Commissars (October 1942). 

Tliese skilful steps reinforced the efforts made by well-mean¬ 
ing foreign clergymen, like the notorious Dean of Canterbury, 
to propagate Communism as the latest fulfilment of Cliristianity, 
rather than as the reign of anti-Christ. l‘o the Communists 
either interpretation was equally good so long as it roped in 
more minds to support current Soviet j)olicy. Meanwhile the 
Soviet rulers made no pretence that they were themselves err¬ 
ing sheep returned to the Orthodox fold. Even tlu^ editors of 
The Truth about Religion in Russia managed to give x ent to the 
following inconspicuous plaint: ‘It is wtII known that the 
Communist Party’s ideology is anti-religious, and of course 
the Orthodox Church is grieved by this circumstance.'^ 

The Red Army (now re-styled the Soviet Army) pursued a 
more direct line of nationalist evolution. Gradually all tlie old 
officer ranks, including those of General and Marshal, were re¬ 
introduced, purged of the odium attached to them in revolu¬ 
tionary days. Military smartness and the old Prussian discipline 
rose to a premium. A decree of 1943 ordered Soviet officers to 
wear gold-braided epaulettes similar to those worn on th(.* 
formed Imperial uniforms. Occasionally the Army w^as per¬ 
functorily reminded that Soviet patriotism had nothing to do 
with nationalism, but was the b«st safeguard against it, because 
the national aims of the peoples of the Soviet Union coincided 
with the international aims of humanity.® But the international 
note sounded somewhat ritualistic. Moreover, that stirring old 
dirge the Internationale had recently been scrapped as a state 
anthem, and replaced by the pompous Hymn of the Soviet Union, 
In any case, humanity outside the Soviet Union was not, so to 
speak, consulted about its own aims. When Stalin announced 
to the Red Army at the height of the German advance: ‘May 
the virilp image of your great ancestors inspire you in this w^ar’, 
and Prince Alexander Nevsky, together with the Tsarist 
generals Suvorov and Kutuzov (who fought against the French 
Revolution and Napoleon), took their places in the Soviet 

^ Pravda 0 Religii v Rossii^ p. 26 , Moscow, 

2 Broadcast Talk by A. Fadeyev (23 July 1943)- 
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pantheon, it seemed that the Imperial Russian Renaissance 
would go full steam ahead. 

But that was not to be. The Party in distress had pulled the 
patriotic string, but the cult of vanished splendour which it 
unleashed had gone too far. It may have lielpcd to win the 
War, but it must not help to obliterate Communist prestige. 
What the Party required from the more glowing pages of 
Russian history and what many of their Soviet subjects found 
and ^'aIucd there proved to be as incompatible as fire and 
water. Since the War ended, those who ‘leapt back into the 
past loo willingly- liavc had to pay the penalty for their 
‘political blindness’. Silence has descended on the \’irtues of 
the Orthodox Church, we hear little more about tlie historic 
traditions of the Army, but we are giv en an endless recital of 
dazzling and heroic feats performed by the ‘great and wise’ 
Communist Party. ‘Ideological workers’ on every front are in¬ 
structed to re-arm themselves with Marxist-Leninist philosophy, 
and thus to driv e out the ‘obsolete things of yesterday’. Writers 
are persuaded to treat the real pr(!sent as though it did not 
exist, and the ideal future (seen through Bolshevik eyes) as 
though it had already arrived. 


II 

Whether applied to past or present tendencies the epithet 
Slavophil is a convenient label which has stuck, but it can often 
mislead through being a partial'misnomer. Understood literally, 
it should denote a preferential love for Slavs, rising into a con¬ 
viction that they were racially the Chosen People, and betray¬ 
ing symptoms of a recurrent spiritual disease familiar to many 
students of history. In fact the original nineteenth-century 
Slavophils showed few of these distressing symptoms, which 
became most prominent among the later pan-Slavs. On the 
wdiole the early Slavophils opposed both racial and national 
megalomania, and they recoiled from the flat insipid taste of 
universal benevolence even among their Slav blood-brothers. 
Though impelled by some intuition of Russian singularity, 
hatred or distrust of foreigners proved in the long run to 
be far more powerful and precise emotions among them than 
love of Slavs. But most Slavophils understood foreigners in a 
peculiar sense. They signified, not strangers, or people of an 
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alien race and language—hundreds of alien races lived side by 
side within the Russian Empire—but people who adhered to 
alien religions. Even then, it was not enough to be a fellow- 
Christian, for Christianity remained suspect unless it was the 
Russian kind of Christianity. Roman Catholics as rivals, and 
Moslems as hereditary enemies, were almost equally anathema 
to Orthodoxy. Therefore the Slavophils showed scant sympathy 
for their racial cousins the Poles, because the Poles were 
Catholics instead of Orthodox, and Danilevsky,1 the first 
systematic pan-Slav, went so far as to assert that the racially 
unrelated Greeks should rightfully belong to the Russian 
Empire, since they professed the Orthodox faith. 

Some ingenious liistorians have suggested that centuries of 
Tartar rule, of humiliating forced compromise with Tartar 
brutality and cunning, instilled in advance into Russian minds 
an ineradicable suspicion and dread of all oth(T foreign coun¬ 
tries with whom they subsequently entered into contact. Con¬ 
sidering how many foreigners (other than lartars) first 
marched into Russia with invading armies, such a natural 
Russian response to them should occasion no surprise. It is 
rnore surprising that w ell-founded dislike and fear of foreigners 
wrestled for mastery in Russian minds wath admiration and 
wonder, with a craving to emulate tliat outside world which 
treated them so roughly. This later Russian attitude to Western 
njitions, especially towards the French and Germans, turned 
into an ambivalent tension of explosively mixed feelings. 

Eighteenth-century iioblemeif, who followed the lead of their 
Empress in worshipping at the shrine of French culture in its 
heyday, managed to ape and occasionally surpass the French in 
a wide range of refinements, varying from political theory to 
table-manners. Their admiration w^as sincere, and often 
mingled with weary contempt for their own country. Nor were 
they unique in this respect. Germany, where Frederick the 
Great had set the fashion, already sw'armcd with outwardly 
polished Francophils, and numerous miniature Versailles set a 
new tone of elegance among the beer-taverns of the Teutonic 

^ N. Y. Danilevsky (1822-1885), as a young man a member of the 
Pclrashcvsky group, later an authority on Darwinism and on the habits of 
fish, is best rcmcmbert*d for his book Rossiya i Evropa (St. Petersburg, 1871). 
Though it added little to the existing slock of Slavophil ideas, it set them 
down for the first time in ‘scientific’ terminology. 
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grand-duchies. But these Gallic arts and graces rarely pene¬ 
trated beyond the court and aristocracy in either countr}\ In 
Russia the people as a whole were scarcely aware that the PVendi 
existed, until Napoleon invaded their country. And by that time 
France had fallen to a low ebb in the esteem of cultured Rus¬ 
sians, for she had changed abruptly from a fairy princess into 
a man-eating ogre. Bloody revolution had been followed by 
Napoleoninsatiable orgy of invasion and military conquest, 
and that ended in the retreat from Moscow. 

Germans, unlike the French, were never loved in Russia. 
Yet their impact on the Russian people was broader and more 
insidious, because it did not start as a stream of enlightenment 
from an outside source, but imposerd itself*from within, through 
the grip of Peter’s imported German oflicialdom. At most the 
Germans were coldly and rather cnx iously admired by pro¬ 
fessional Russian bureaucrats and generals, who trusted that an 
industrious imitation of German methods would yield to them 
the precious secrets of administrative and military efliciency. 
While many educated Russians paid tribute to superior Gcrrman 
skill, they were rarely prepared to pay the German price in 
order to acquire it for themselves. Meanwhile the masst's went 
on cpiictly loathing German officials and bailiffs, who bullied 
and squeezed them in tlie name of the Russian government or 
landowner. Their callous rigidity and meticulous thoroughness, 
spreading through the Kmpire under the guise of Western 
discipline and up-to-date organization, could hardly fail to 
recall dark memories of the Ttirtar tyranny, and undoubtedly 
intensified the average Russian’s instinctive suspicion of all that 
personified the State. Nor should we forget that, since 1762, all 
the Romanov rulers were descended from C^^therine II, a pure 
German, and from lier husband Peter III, German on his 
father’s side, and Russian only through his mother, a daughter 
of Peter the Great. It was hard for such a thoroughly German¬ 
ized dynasty and court to sustain their part as Byzantium’s 
Russian heirs. 

Gogol, who unintentionally turned into a moral leader of the 
Slavophil movement, expressed this more than national hatred 
in no measured terms. He summed up Germany as ‘nothing but 
a stinking belch of the coarsest tobacco and the most disgusting 
beer’. Less violently abusive of France, he none the less deplored 
contemporary France, because she had given birth to ‘the 
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plague of revolution’, and to that frivolous contempt for tradi¬ 
tional beauty and grandc.ur, that cynical destructive abuse of 
ffeedom which was degrading modern fhjropeans. 

In preferring traditional Europe, birthplace of bold scientific 
thought and vital art, to the more recent Europe of political 
phobias and social disintegration, the Slavophils showed that in 
a fundamental sense they were not Slavophils at all, but in 
their aspirations belonged to the most cultured and discriminat¬ 
ing group of Westernizers. They wanted to pick up the delicate 
threads at the point where Europe had broken them ofl', and to 
weave them into the primeval Russian pattern. But first they 
needed to re-discover that pattern in all its freshness by forming 
a revised picture of the Russian past. Most Slax ophils agreed 
with the Westernizer Chaadayev that Russia’s present was 
intolerable. Only tliey indignantly dissented from his next 
sweeping dictum that her past was a blank sheet of paper. 
They preferred to build upon the past foundation an attractive 
legend based on a few pleasant facts about pre-Petrine Russia. 
‘The wSlavophils had their ears attuned to the Liberty Bell of 
Nox'gorod the Great, their eyes fixed on the parliament of Kiev, 
on independent C’ommuncs, and the free assembly of the 
Zaporozhian Cossacks writing their furious h'tlcrs of challenge 
to the Sultan of lurkey.’* 

In giving rein to their nostalgic impulse, the Sla\’ophils 
^ sl\f.)wecl scant concern for historical accuracy, but, to do tlicrn 
justice, they rarely pretended to be scie ntific historians. The 
facts which they selected werc^iot often false, but they were 
fragments of the whole; enough to help the Slavophils to build 
the only kind of history they ever wanted, namely a powerful 
legend in a conti»uing process of creation. Thus they deliber¬ 
ately endowed the Russian past with all the vivid colour and 
charm of a saga, an interrupted drama ready to be resumed in 
the approaching act by keen compatriots, eager to play a part 
worthy of their illustrious ancestors’ appro\ al. To a large extent 
the Slavophils succeeded in this endeavour. They created a 
historical myth, which to this very day exerts a curious fascina¬ 
tion over responsive minds. 

From the outset the Slavophils’ flattering interpretation of the 
Russian past excited and pleased the majority of so-called 
Russian patriots. Also it fed their growing appetite for a quick 
^ Sir J. Maynard: RttSssia in Flux, p. 162. 
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realization of Russia’s still more fabulous future. ‘The vanity 
of Russians blinds them to the monstrous cruelty of their 
government’, de Custine observed in 1839. ‘A nation in such*a 
hurry to play a part in the world theatre, that she would rather 
be nothing and act at once, than slowly prepare herself in 
fruitful obscurity to become something which could act later.’ 
A few of the gifted Westernizers saw the immense political 
blunders to which this self-indulgent fantasy could lead. 
Chaadayev and Chcrnyslievsky both contested it vigorously. 
Herzen deprecated the Slavophils’ ‘childisli devotion to a 
childish period of our liislory’, Init after 1848 he liimself turned 
his back on Europe and followed the guiding star of Slavophil 
aspirations, though he remained a sworn enemy of the Orthodox 
Church and state. 

Not only was the Slavophil legend at variance with important 
historical facts, pass(!d over by Slavophil bias, but undiscrimina¬ 
ting aspirants, who found the legend fascinating, failed to 
observe that the clumsy official attempt to realize it in political 
action was leading to w^holly unexpected and deplorable 
results. If the Orthodox Slav peoples were, as Slavophils 
claimed, so markedly distinguished from other Europeans 
through their uncontaminated Christian humility and their 
warm sense of brotherly love, why were contemporary Russians 
turning so quickly into a mass of boastful sabre-rattling patriots, 
breathing fire and slaughter against godless and degenerate 
foreign infidels? 

Moreover that gentle doVC-like picture of the Russian 
people could least of all survive the test of honest historical 
scrutiny. Intelligent Slavophils struggled to correct these 
demagogic diversions of their faith, and smarted to use the 
weapon of ridicule in self-defence. Herzen preserved an anec¬ 
dote about a patriotic banquet in St. Petersburg, towards the 
end of which an excited Slavophil poet jumped to his feet and 
improvised bombastic verses, reaching their climax in a 
solemn vow that he would drink the blood of Germans and 
Magyars. A humonjus guest seized the occasion to picic up his 
silver fruit-knife and announce: ‘Excuse me, gentlemen, but I 
have just remembered that my piano-tuner is a German. I 
must go and slit his throat, but I’ll be back in time for the 
walnuts.’^ 

^ Sir J. Maynard: Russia in Flux^ p. ifij. 



THE ORIGINAL SLAVOPHILS 


79 


III 

Russian officialdom, in league with a few ‘right-wing’ Slavo¬ 
phils, managed to systematically pervert original Slavophil 
teaching. The most persistent misconceptions which this per¬ 
version bred are threefold: 

(1) that the Slavophils were indistinguishable from ultra¬ 
nationalist die-hards, or what is now dubbed ‘reactionaries’. 

(2) that they themselves created a major political movement 
with clear-cut political aims; 

(3) that they were Chauvinists who hated Europe, without 
really knowing her, and desired above all else to isolate Russia 
from any extension of European influence. 

All three are equally untrue. Neither the Kireyevsky brothers 
nor the Aksakovs, neither Khomyakov nor Samarin, could 
possibly be called conservatix es, ix. loyal supporters of tlic pre¬ 
vailing social and political order in Russia. They were all oppo¬ 
nents of Nicolas I’s autocracy; they all wanted serfdom to end 
(for practical considerations of economic adx antage as well as 
through moral conviction). The journals in wliich Ivan 
Kireye\\sky published his writings were one after another 
suppressed by the Government. Khomyakov was obliged to 
write many of liis articles in French, and published them abroad 
in order to evade the nervous and stereotyped ecclesiastical 
c^nso'rship. Both the Aksakoxxs were constantly at loggerheads 
with the censors, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and the noto¬ 
rious ‘Third Section’ (Secret P^Slicc). In 1848 they underwent a 
harsh cross-examination about the Slavophils’ alleged con¬ 
nections with Western liberalism, communism, and Western 
pan-Slavs. Koslv^lev noted that the Governor-General of 
Moscow, Count Zakrevsky, ‘could not abide us Slax^ophils, 
called us “reds” and ex^cii “communists” (after 1848). Ex^enthc 
careful civil servant, Yury Samarin, was astonished to find that 
Petersburg circles cherished the most fantastic suspicions about 
the subx^ersivc political aims of the Moscow group. 

Far more than domestic issues were at stake in tlie Slavophils’ 
essentially anti-conservalix’e outlook. The dynastic principles 
of the Holy Alliance, to which Nicolas I remained unswervingly 
loyal, demanded Russian support of the Austrian Empire, 
which contained large and x’aried Slav minorities, including 
Czechs, Slovaks and Ruthenians. To spread ideas of racial and 
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religious union between all Slavs w'as tantamount to inciting 
many of them to rebel against their legitimate rulers. This was 
plainly sacrilege against the Holy Alliance, even if it proved to 
be a gain to the Russian Empire. An exception was made for the 
liberation of Sla\' subjects within the Turkish Empire, only 
because the Turks were Mahometans; and flaming hatred of 
Turks, stimulated by more or less perpetual propaganda and 
sporadic wars against the Turkish infidel, formed an old-estab¬ 
lished clement in the Russian Empire’s Christian tradition. 
We can trace an analogy with today in that a ring of willy-nilly 
Communist states lias replaced the voluntary Holy Alliance, 
while denunciation of the infidel has widened to co\'er any non¬ 
socialist or herelically socialist state, which may be powerful or 
bold enough to resist the progress of‘Orthodox’ socialism under 
the sheltering wing of the Soviet Empire. 

Not only were the early Slavopliils anti-conserx ative, but they 
strenuously shunned all political entanglements, in order to 
launch their broader human appeal. Arguing that history 
moves forwards, not backw^ards, they pictured Russia as having 
temporarily lost her way, because she had taken a wTong 
turning on the road. She needed only to profit from her error, 
return to the right road, and then continue straight ahead. 
I. Kireyevsky cxfilicitly stated that ‘to restore the w eak and dying 
forms of Russian life would be absurd w here it was not harmful’. 
Strictly speaking, it w^as a deliberate part of Slavophil policy to 
be without a political programme; it was enough for (hem to 
face pie('emeal the political implications of their social faith. 
First and foremost they were men of the widest European cul¬ 
ture, who struggled to free the embryonic Russian civilization 
from the strait-jacket of the Russian bureau'^ratic state, from 
the stranghrhold of dense officials who choked her spiritual 
vitality. Nearly all the leading Slavophils had travelled and 
studied outside Russia. They respected and loved Europe for 
her splendid civilization, though the latest political instabi¬ 
lity of Europe filled them with legitimate misgivings. Need 
Russia follow the same unhapj)y and uncertain course?—they 
asked. Could she not avoid shipwreck by steering her own 
separate course, guided by a sense of her unique historical 
constellation? 

Although most Slavophils w^cre, at least nominally, Orthodox 
Christians and Khomyakov a brilliant lay theologian and 
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religious reformer, they showed far less concern for the niceties 
of Christian doctrine than for the unique spiritual qualities 
vJhich, they claimed, could lift Russians above the Catholics 
and Protestants of Europe. Henc(‘ the Orthodox quality of faith 
seemed far more important to them than the Orthodox Cliurch 
as an institution. One is tempted to say tliat the value of 
Orthodoxy in their eyes turned ratluT into a sacred manifesta¬ 
tion of emergent Russian national character than into an 
organized form of Christianity. Unfortunately tliey defined 
Russian national character in such nebulous terms tliat they 
played into the hands of the mentally poverty-stricken group 
of pan-Slavs, who exploited them for blatantly Chauvinist 
aims. 

Alarmed by the new spectacle of* Russian political power 
after 1815, misinformed by biased Westernized Russians, 
foreign ol:)servers were far too prone from tlie start to identify all 
Slavophils with their nationalist exploiters, or to accept as true 
the ridicule and abuse showered on them by their allegedly 
more liberal up-to-date Westc^rnizer opponents. Since* Napo¬ 
leon's wars had changed the face of Europe, a number of 
intelligent Europeans had thrown themselves into the study of 
international affairs and, among other things, ‘discovered* 
Russia. A talented French writer, the Marquis de Custinc, 
created a wide sensation by his book La Russie en He men- 
tiqnecf there a long discussion which he held in the English Club 
in Moscow with a certain ‘philosophic Russian’ (probably 
Chaadayev), but lie docs not •appear to have met a single 
Slavophil. 

His main practical conclusion w^as to urge vehemently that 
France should putt no trust in any agreements with Russia, and 
to suggest that his country’s national security would be much 
better safeguarded by a long-term alliance with Germany. Ml 
the Russians ever managed to conquer the West,’ he wrote, 
‘they would hurry to leave their ow^n Irozcn plains. One needs 
to have lived in that solitude without rest, that prison without 
a momont’s leisure, in order to appreciate the liberty which 
one enjoys in the other countries of Europe. Whoever has seen 
this country at close quarters wdll be content to live anywhere 
else.’ One-sided though he may have been in underestimating 
the strength and sincerity of the Slavophil internal opposition, 
he showed amazing insiglxt into the policy of governmental 
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Russia and into Nicolas Ps dangerously skilful handling of the 
national psychosis which contributed to the Crimean War. ‘I 
fear nothing more than inflexible logic applied to politics. If 
France has known rather more material happiness in the last 
ten years, it is because the apparent absurdity presiding over 
her affairs is the result of a certain practical wisdom. . . . But 
Russian despotism is a false order, even as our republicanism is 
a false liberty. . . .’‘Unc ambition desordonnee, immense, une 
de ces ambitions qui nc peuvent germer que dans Tame des 
opprimes, et sc nourrir que du malheur d’unc nation enticre, 
fermente au coeur du peuple russc. Cette nation, essentielle- 
ment conquerante, avide a force de privations, expie d’avance 
chez clle, par unc soumission avilissanle, Tespoir d’exerccr la 
tyranriie chez les autres. La gloire, la richesse qu’clle attend, la 
distrait de la honte qu’elle subit, et pour sc laver du sacrifice 
impie de toutc liberte publique et personcllc, resclavc a genoux 
revc la domination du monde. La Russia voit dans TEurope une 
proie qui lui sera livree tot ou tard par nos dissensions; 
clle fomente chez nous Panarchic dans Pespoir de profiter 
d’une corruption favorisee par elh;, parcc qu’ellc est favorable 
a scs vues.’^ 

It is the early Slavophils' misfortune that, while foreigners 
often (‘hose to see them as budding Russian Bismarcks, their 
compatriots in the Government suspected them, on the con¬ 
trary, of pursuing the most sinister revolutionary plans.’ Their 
spiritual ancestry owed much to a European strain, but it 
derived from a more complex native blend than the plain 
reforming zeal of the politico-economic Westernizers. Of recent 
individual contributions to it, Schelling's was the most potent, 

' Marquis dc Custinc: La Russie en vol. iv, pp. 466-7: 

‘An immense disorderly ambition ferments in the heart of the Russian 
people, one of those ambitions which can arise only in the feelings of 
oppressed people, and must be nourished by the misery of a whole nation. 
'I’his nation, essentially militant, greedy as the result of privation, expiates in 
advance, by her own degrading submission, th(; hope of cxtrrrising tyranny 
over others. The glt)ry, the wealth, which she expects, distract her from the 
shame wliich she endures; and in order to cleanse hersf*lf from the impious 
sacrifice of every liberty, pul)lic and personal, the prostrated slave dreams 
about conquering the world. Russia secs in Europe a prey which will sooner 
or later be handed over to her by our dissensions. She stirs up anarchy 
among us in the hope of profiting by a corruption which she favours, because 
it furthers her aims.’ 
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but the romantic historian Karamzin as well as Gogol and 
Sergei Aksakov, came earlier and proved to be more lasting 
Purees of inspiration. 

Schclling, so unlike his compatriot Hegel, felt unaccount¬ 
ably attracted by the spacious lure of Russia. And his system 
of thought appeared to rescue religion from the ravages of 
philosophy, or rather, to find a method of running them in 
double harness. Such a congenial preoccupation endeared him 
to the hearts of many like-minded Russian intellectuals. His 
reputation among them reached its zenith during the skilful 
Schellingian propaganda of Prince Odoevsky (Cliaadaycv’s 
Slavophil counterpart in the Moscow salons). Odoevsky asserted 
that, if Schclling had been bold enough to put his philosophy 
into practice, he would have joined the Orthodox Church. He 
encouraged a calm confidence in his country’s future as a still 
youthful monarchical state, which had no cause to envy the 
over-complicated and precarious political structure of the 
modern West, and ran little risk of falling a victim to the vulgar 
obsessions of European economic expansion. Nevertheless, in a 
moment of honest doubt, he proposed that lazy unmethodical 
Russian landowners should be compelled to undergo stricter 
training and to pass a test for fitness to fulfil their administra¬ 
tive and agricultural duties. Otherwise he seems to have in¬ 
dulged in rather facile and self-satisfied speculation about 
‘Ijrav^ new^ worlds’ of civilization, which Russia alone would 
prove fit to conquer. The following is a reasonably exhilarating 
specimen. ‘Europeans sense the* approach of the Russian mind 
like sleepwalkers feel the lure of a magnetic force from which 
they recoil when they arc awake. Europeans see this approach 
in the clumsy shape of a material conquest. There will be a 
Russian conquest of Europe, but it will be a spiritual one; for 
only Russia will be able to unite and give integrity to the chaos 
of European knowledge, to cast off the accumulated dust of 
every kind of dead authority which till now has stifled European 
intelligence ... but in order to do all that, Russia must first 
learn to surpass all these authorities.’ 

Odoevsky gave rein to his lively imagination in composing a 
number of stories, pointing sometimes contradictory morals. 
In one of these a Russian Anglomaniac, who became a Bentham¬ 
ite, is shown to have improved his estate and increased his 
income tenfold. In another, a fantasy about the forty-fourth 
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century (not the twentieth), he pictures the English nation going 
bankrupt, and selling their islands in a public auction, where they 
arc bought by triumphant Russia. During this period, a rejuve?- 
nated China stands in the same heir-presumptive relation to 
Russia as nineteenth-century Russia did to Europe. Horses are 
as obsolete as railways. The problems of transport arc solved. 
Ex'cryonc either flies or is painlessly propelled through tunnels 
by electric pow'cr. Odoevsky (like Khomyakov with his patent 
steam-engine) demonstrated that a Slavophil could be just as 
keen a champion of applied science* as any Westernizer. 

Odoe\ sky, whatever his merits as a popularizer of Schelling, 
was hardly more than an engaging but minor figure in the 
native sources of the Slavophil tradition. S. T. Aksakov, even 
more than Gogol, was a tower of strength to it. His half-imagi¬ 
nary memoirs have preserved a limpid classical i^icture of the 
vigorous patriarchal mode of life. No Jarring notes of latent 
social discord or uneasy conscience mar the self-confident and 
self-contained life led by this small rural community of equally 
industrious masters and serfs. It is appropriate that two sons of 
this robust and devoted family became the leading publicists of 
the Slavophil movement in its later phases. 

S. T. Aksako\'had been a life-long friend and helper of Gogol. 
His son Konstantin grandiloquently compared Gogol to Homer, 
and prais(!d Dead Souls as the only truly epic sequel to the Iliad 
and tlic Odyssey in modern European literature. Such ii bla¬ 
tantly nationalist exaggeration infuriated Belinsky. Gogol him¬ 
self complained bitterly to Annenkov that the satirical and 
destructive side of his work had alw^ays been glorified by Belinsky 
and the Westernizers, at the expense ofTiis constructive Russian 
faith. True, he had revealed Russians to thcvnselvcs, and that 
was anything but a pleasant process. But he intended the second 
part of Dead Souls to correct the brof)ding self-depreciation 
induced by a too literal reading of the first part, and to unfold 
his intense patriotic morality in all its glorious colours. In 
this he failed, but an observant reader can detect unmistak¬ 
able signs of the same intention already in the first .part of 
Dead Souls, especially in the famous invocation at the end: 
‘And you my Russia, are you not also speeding along like a 
troika which none can overtake? Is not the road smoking be¬ 
neath your wheels, the bridges thundering as you cross them, 
and everything else being left behind; and the spectators, struck 
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by the portent, stopping to wonder whether you are not a 
thunderbolt launched from heaven? What does that awe-inspir- 
iftg progress of yours foretell? What unknown force lies hidden 
in your mysterious steeds? Surely the winds themselves must 
live in their manes, and every vein in their bodies be an ear 
stretched to catch llic ]iea\'enly message which bids them, with 
iron-girt breasts and hoofs barely touching the earth as they 
gallop, fly forward on a mission of God? Whither tlien are you 
speeding, oh my Russia? Whither? Answer me. But no answer 
comes. Only the strange sound of your collar-bells. Rent into a 
thousand shreds, the air roars past you, for you are overtaking 
the whole world, and one day you will force all nations, all 
empires, to stand aside and give you way!’ 

Herzen observed that ti\c Slavoplnls were apt to call Dead 
Souls an apotJicosis of Russia and to overpraise it as a national 
epic, whereas their op])onents, even when they admired it, 
treated it as an anathema, a denunciation of Russian life. 
‘Great is the quality of* a work of art which can survive* un¬ 
touched by every partisan interpretation. To regard it as an 
apothesis is absurd—to see it merely as an anathema is unjust. 
It contains words of reconciliation, premonitions and liopes . . . 
but that does not prevent it from reflecting the present in all its 
repulsive reality.’^ 


IV 

Turning from the spiritual ancestors of the Slavophil movement 
to its more conscious intcllectuffl foundeis, the first though not 
the most important place belongs to the brothers Ix an and Peter 
Kireyevsky. Like the Aksakovs, members of an ancient line of 
landowners, adhciiing to a strict tradition of public service, they 
provided human channels for the flow of underground streams 
which bore the accumulated urge of centuries of Russian social 
experience; only at intervals and in a few open clearings did 
their waters rise visibly to the surface. Even so, the Kireyevsky’s 
scanty and scattered writings revealed no more than glimpses of 
the invisible source from which sprung their intricate concep¬ 
tion of Russian civilization. 

The father of Ivan and Peter Kireye\'sky calls to mind the 
more energetic and cultured type of landed aristocracy which 
flourished in eighteenth-century England. An Anglophil 
^ A. Herzen : Polnoe Sobraruye, vol. 3, p. 34. 
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himself, without being an Anglomaniac, he yet remained so 
devoutly Orthodox that he hunted through the Moscow book¬ 
shops buying up copies of Voltaire’s wicked works, solely fn 
order to throw them on a blazing bonfire. This zealously dis¬ 
criminate burning of books did not prevent him from collecting 
an excellent international European library (he spoke five 
languages) or from leaching half his male house serfs to read 
and write. He strictly forbade the infliction of any corporal 
punishment throughout his estates, and even reproached him¬ 
self in his diary for having on one occasion lost his temper with 
a servant. If his serfs needed to be punished, they wxre obliged 
to undergo the chastening exercise of bowing to the ground 
in front of ikons up to forty times or more. In his later years the 
old Kireyewsky started a chemical laboratory in his country- 
house, and on his deathbed he advised his sons to devote them¬ 
selves to the study ol* chemistry, which he called a ‘divine 
science’. As might be expected, they never followed this last 
piece of paternal advice, but they inherited their father’s 
strong moral sense and some of his eccentric habits; they 
showed the same vigorous enquiring intelligence, more widely 
if diffusely applied, and they retained throughout life an 
unswerving loyalty to each other. 

Ivan Kireyevsky (1806-1856) is often called tlie father of 
the Slavophil movement, because most of the later Slavo¬ 
phils enlarged on some of the various lines of thought fifst 
adumbrated by him. It is a mistake to shelve him as a stuffy 
religious philosopher with whom none but Orthodox theo¬ 
logians can ever feel at home, though naturally his upbringing 
coloured his mind in favour of Christianity in its Greek Ortho¬ 
dox expression. This prejudice often cloudedihis thought, and it 
has in turn caused non-Christian thinkers to misjudge him as a 
sort of freak Byzantine obscurantist. But much of Kireyevsky’s 
thought is original enough to stand on its owm legs without the 
support of any theological props. Moreover, he absorbed like a 
sponge the latest flow of secular European ideas, and the 
breadth of knowledge and culture which he assimilated would 
have put many educated Europeans to shame. He was far more 
at home in French and German affairs than the Westernizer, 
Belinsky, who knew no German. 

In 1830 he followed up his youthful infatuation with Hegel 
by spending a year of study in Germany. This journey 
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resembled a pilgrimage to the sacred soil of European culture. 
Kireyevsky had nothing in common with those blase young 
Rnissians who paraded their melancholy or boisterous ennui at 
the card-tables of German watering-places. ‘Every minute of 
my life’, he wrote to his sister from Berlin, ‘I regard as if it were 
someone clse’s property, confided to me on my honour, a trust 
which I cannot lightly throw to the winds. Perhaps this attitude 
of mind will save me from futile behaviour and make me worthy 
of my noble and strong-minded brother.’^ 

He sent home to his sister notes of the more interesting lec¬ 
tures he attended, and expressed his delight with the Professor 
of Geograpliy in Berlin. But Hegel at close quarters proved to be 
a bitter disappointment. ‘He speaks abominably, coughs over 
almost every word, swallows half his sentences, and indistinctly 
mumbles the other half in a trembling plaintive voice.’*-* From 
Berlin he travelled eagerly to Dresden in order to hear Schcl- 
ling’s lectures, but this early Slavophil idol also turned out to 
have feet of clay. ‘You won’t receive my notes of Schclling’s 
lectures’, he wrote to his sister, ‘because the mountain has given 
birth to a mouse.’ 

He tried to console himself witli the stimulating reflection 
that he was at last surrounded by the leading minds of Europe. 
Nevertheless this sobering encounter with German philosopliers 
in flesh and blood extended to all he saw of German public 
tc^stc.^'heir theatre audiences especially appalled him. ‘If you 
could only see what Germans admire,’ he wTotc, ‘and with 
such ridiculous excitement. In*spitc of their more ad\anccd 
education they are in the mass just as soulless and crude as the 
crowd which fills our theatres in Moscow^ During a tragedy, 
every shout (mosti.of all if uttered in the wrong place) immedi¬ 
ately evokes applause. Every genuine direct appeal escapes 
their attention. In the main, the more the actors grow excited, 
the more bombastic their lines become, the more loudly they 
are applauded. The jokes the Germans like are monotonous and 
heavy. Nothing could be more stupid than a laughing German.’ 
After his brother had joined him in the latter part of his stay, he 
wrote home, ‘We arc fed up to the neck with Germany . . . And 
to think that our compatriots, who arc perhaps the only ones 
in Europe still capable of devoted enthusiasm, are called 

' Letters from Germany (Fcbmary 1B30): Russkii Arkhiv, No. 1, 1907. 

2 Ibid. 
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uncultured people.’ In liie tone of this invidious comparison, 
with its crescendo of national self-confidence, we can discern 
Kireyevsky’s whole future in embryo. 

On his return to Russia he ardently pushed forward his 
ambitious project to found a new journal called The European^ 
for which he managed to secure support from such distinguished 
contributors as Baratynsky, Yazukov, Zliukovsky and Khom¬ 
yakov. ‘I gave it this title,’ he told Pushkin modestly, ‘not 
because I can already hofie to make it European in its merits, 
but because I jiroj^osc to fill it with articles more concerned 
with Europe than with Russia.’ The first number duly ajipeared 
in 1832, but it was banned by the government after the second 
issue. Nicolas I himself liad carefully read Kireyevsky’s own 
article, ‘The Nineteenth Century’. He commented in the 
margin that, although the article purported to deal with litera¬ 
ture, it thinly disguised some dangerously sub\*ersive suggestions 
about high politics. Kireyewsky was thereupon forbidden to 
publish any further writings. He remained silent for eleven 
years. 

Whatever his other limitations, Nicolas I had an unerring 
flair for maintaining political discipline, and from that point of 
view it is idle to dispute that he interpreted Kireyevsky’s article 
correctly. Even in its brusciue literary judgements the article 
defied conventional Russian taste; but its political implications 
plainly verged on treason. 

Kircyc\'sky started by complaining that Russian literature 
was marred by a number oP glaring defects, notably by ‘a 
thirst for strong sensations and shocks, without any discrimina¬ 
tion about their effect on the mind’, a tendency to harp on 
‘actual realistic facts in all their nakedness’, *and on the whole 
by a prevalence of noisy enthusiasm over sensitive feeling. For 
us who know Russian literature best, not through coarse best¬ 
sellers, but by the well-sifted surviving classics, this complaint 
may seem at first sight puzzling and unjust, and in some 
respects more applicable to the cheap twentieth-century 
crime fiction of the West. But we should recall that at this time 
(January 1832) none of the subsequently world-famous Rus¬ 
sian novels and stories had yet been written. Kireyevsky follows 
up this criticism by his daring announcement (and here he out- 
westernizes Belinsky) that the most characteristically national 
element in Russia represents nothing worth striving for, but 
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rather the reverse: ‘While it was victorious in Europe, Chris¬ 
tianity suffered defeat in Russia. Russia, after proving herself 
ihcapable of spiritual cohesion, was obliged to go ahead with 
the formation of a crassly material unity.’ She had to construct 
an enormous unwieldy Empire for the sole purpose of‘ re¬ 
conquering h(!r independence from the Tartars. ‘C 3 ur unifica¬ 
tion sprang less from any expression of unanimous desire than 
from plain physical conjunction, brought together by brute 
force, and not alleviated by any redeeming touch of culture. 

. . . Our material hypertrophy has stultified a corresponding 
spiritual growth. 'That explains many things, including th(‘ 
reasons for the geographical immensity of Russia.’^ 

Consequently it was absurd for Russians to concentrate 
their minds on what is exclusively national. That meant in 
reality ‘to persist in the absence of civilization, by forfeiting the 
advantage of European improvements. For whence can we 
acquire our culture except from Europe?’ Nevertheless, so long 
as Western civilization had remained primarily religious and 
Catholic, it had been difficult for Russia to participate in it, 
because her roots lay elsewhere. This situation changed when 
the secular civilization of the eighteenth century rebelled 
against the organic development of its own past. It was true 
that the destructive movement had in its turn aroused in many 
European minds a renewed desire for harmony and continuity. 
‘^Ejpt Both the preceding phase, of disruption and the latest 
tendency towards re-integration by force are equally hostile to 
the spirit of the centuries that Went before.’ The old culture of 
Europe had been inextricably bound up with an enduring 
system of gradual change. In order to lake part in it, Russia 
would first have to live through the whole past life of Euro})e. 
But the new European doctrines were hostile to her old culture, 
and could exist without it. Therefore a people just beginning 
to learn, like the Russians, can promptly borrow such doctrines 
in their entirety, and graft them on to its existing state of affairs, 
without needing to prepare the ground in advance. 

Kireyevsky’s argument is a patchwork of ill-matched frag¬ 
ments from Ghaadayev and German sources, relieved by some 
flashes of polemical brilliance. On the face of it, he is pouring 
cold water on Russian official nationalism by showing that the 
desire to be national has a valid raison d^etre only when it does not 
^ I. Kireyevsky: Sochineniya, vol. i, p. 79, Moscow, 1861. 
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destroy culture, as in Russia it obviously does. Such a here¬ 
tical statement was alone enough to damn him in the eyes of 
Nicolas I, and that does him credit. But in a more fundamental 
sense the article was a specious exercise of Hegelian dialectic 
applied to Russia’s future advantage. Since Europe has become, 
both nationally and socially, a house divided against itself, the 
time is ripe for Russia to step in. The phase of antithesis (nega¬ 
tion) for Europe is taken over as a positive thesis by Russia, 
who thereupon concocts a grand future synthesis of universal 
Russian-European civilization. 

We in our later more prosaic age have witnessed the ghastly 
pitfalls to w’hich these teutonic jft/x d"esprit lead their devotees, 
if they play them too seriously. With Kireyevsky the wish was 
father to the thought when, in his previous article, ‘Russian 
Literature in 1829’, he had emphasized that Europe, apart from 
growing more chaotic, presented a scene of psychological para¬ 
lysis. ‘Political and moral progress have come to an end— 
Europe is like a dammed-up river which turns a once flourishing 
countryside into a stagnant marsh.’ Yet none of the European 
countries can continue to live cither in isolation or in suicidal 
conflict. ‘The unity of Europe needs an undisputed centre, a 
single nation which will dominate the others by its political and 
intellectual superiority. Only two countries in the civilized 
world do not share in the prevailing state of paralysis; two young 
and fresh peoples breathe with hope. They arc the United ^ 
States of America and our country. But distance, and still more 
the one-sided character of America’s Anglo-Saxon culture, 
make Europe pin all her hopes on Russia. The action of the 
most important European states on us has determined and 
formed our character, has made it truly European, and has 
thereby given us the means of reacting in our turn on the whole 
of Europe. . . . The supple and adaptable character of our 
people leads towards the same goal, so do our political interests 
and our geographical situation. The future of each European 
country depends on its conjunction with all the others—the 
future of Russia depends on herself alone. But Russia’s destiny 
depends on the quality of her civilization; that is the condition 
and source of all advantages. When these benefits become fully 
ours, we shall share them with the rest of Europe and repay to 
Europeans a hundred times more than we owe them.’^ 

^ Sochineniya, vol. i, p. 46., Moscow, 1861. 
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Undoubtedly The Nineteenth Century is a consistent sequel to 
this earlier article. When Kireyevsky started ofT, he had been 
as thoroughgoing a rationalistic Westernizer as Chaadayev had 
been a religious one. To the horror of the more orthodox Slavo¬ 
phil, he even defended Peter’s reforms with con\'ii:tion. For, 
whereas in Europe education emerged as a natural consequence 
and expression of national character, ‘With us the national ele¬ 
ment is crude and brutal; to cultivate our national character 
by ceasing to borrow from Europe would l)c to drive out 
education altogether.’ Where, excef)t in Europe, could Russia 
find these intellectual riches wliicli she lacked? At this stage 
Kireyevsky came so close* to Chaadayev that it it was reasonable 
for the latter to take up the cudgels on behalf of The EuropeaUy 
when officialdom stepped in to strangle it. 

Kireyevsky did not begin to turn into a full-blown Slavophil 
until he took over the editorship of the Moskvityanin in 1845. 
Nevertheless the transfer of editorship immensely improved the 
policy and scope of that influential journal. The former editors, 
Pogodin and Shevyrev, who fawned on the favour of Nicolas I, 
had damaged the Slavophils in public esteem by identifying 
them with U\’arov\s discredited school of‘oflicial nationalism’. 
Hence arose the legend that the Moskvityanin articles so flatly 
and monotonously contrasting the decay of the West with 
Russian national virility reflected the honest convictions of all 
the leading Slavophils. (How strangely contemporary this 
century-old cliche sounds!) Buf actually the Moskvityanin was 
disliked and shunned by the /Vvsakovs and Kireyevskys, and 
prior to 1845 Khomyakov only contributed to it occasionally 
and then faute de mieux, because no other journal was open to 
him at the time. 

As soon as Kireyevsky and Khomyakov took over the editor¬ 
ship, they demonstrated diat the main tradition of European 
culture was still dearer to the true Slavophils than it was to the 
Westernizers, though clearly less for the sake of the European 
present than for its more impressive past, and therefore not as a 
ready-made model to copy, but as an auxiliary to stimulate 
specifically Russian improvement. When Kireyevsky published 
his first authentically Slavophil article {‘Review of Modern 
Literature’) in this journal, he protested against the German- 
inspired autocracy of bare intellect, in order to argue the 
superiority of Russian rational faith to the European and 
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American type of ralional knowledge. ‘Faith is not a dim concept 
which only belongs to an inferior stage of mental evolution, 
insufficiently developed by intellect, and which needs to be 
raised by intellectual effort to the dignity of exact knowledge. 
Nor is faith an absolute external authority before which 
reasoning should be dumb. It is, on the contrary, the highest 
form of rationality, a power, at once internal and external, 
which is the vital source of the intellect itselfV That fresh 
element which Kireyevsky claimed to find in the Orthodox 
Slav world appeared to be the sole survixing active faith which 
could both assimilate and fertilize Western scientific knowledge. 

Kireyevsky rcaliz('d acutely that the many current misinter¬ 
pretations and abus(\s of Slavophil thought were partly due to 
incorrigible loose thinking and scholastic verbal squabbles 
among the Slaxophil leaders. ‘We start to call ourselves Slavs, 
but everyone understands that word in a different sense. Some 
people see in Slax ism nothing but language and unity of race, 
others conceive it as a necessary attitude of hostility to Kuro- 
peanism. A third person takes it as a striving to achieve 
‘national character’—a fourth—as a striving to acliicve Ortho¬ 
doxy. Each sticks to his own interpretation as the only legiti¬ 
mate one. We hav e not yet explained cither what these contra¬ 
dictory conceptions really arc, or what they have in common. 

The essence of ‘national character’ is still wholly undefined. 
Some mean nothing ljut the so-called common people, some, 
the unique characteristics of the common people as expressed in 
our national history, others muan the product of our peculiar 
type of religious discipline. So long as our ideas arc so confused, 
our sympathies will be barn^n in result, and we cannot move a 
single step forward.’^ ^ 

Unluckily the purged Moskviiyanin^ though infused with 
honest vigour, fared little better than The European. After a few 
issues had appeared the government pounced on it and sup¬ 
pressed it. Stranded again, the long-suffering Kireyevsky went 
back to his country estate. His next opportunity did not occur 
till several years later when the irrepressible Slavophils launched 
yet another journal, the Moskovskii Sbomik (1852). For the 
first issue of this he wrote his most notorious article, ‘About the 
Character of European Education and its Bearing on Educa¬ 
tion in Russia’. 

* Unpublished Idler to A. Koshelev: Russkii Arkhiv, No. 8, 1904, p. 495. 
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Chernyshevsky described it as substantially misleading, but 
by far the best single summary of Slavophil thought, revealing 
f< 5 r the first time what all the Slavophils Jield in common. A 
mature and chastened Kircyc\*sky, already s('cking in Ortho¬ 
dox mysticism a refuge from the harsh blows of fate, observes 
without regret how quickly the cordial post-1815 relations 
between Russia and h(!r war-time allies have cooled down. 
But he interprets the latc'st signs of the times to Russia’s im¬ 
mense advantage. The European educated man had reached 
the point of believing tliat by the power of his perfected intel¬ 
lect alone he could rapidly build up a more prosperous and 
rational social organization, which would l:)c the prelude to a 
human paradise on earth. Centuries of bloody but futile poli¬ 
tical experiments had faih'd to teach wisdom to this ‘educated 
man’. Though the laws of nature continued to wreck liis shallow 
plans, nothing could cun' him of the boundless intellectual 
conceit which deified his puny ego, while it continued to drag 
him slowly but surely dowanvards. Confronterd with this hor¬ 
rifying example, what lessons could Russia learn, what course 
of action should she pursue? 

‘Thirty years ago,’ wrote Kireyevsky, ‘one could hardly meet a 
single thinking person who would have admitted the possibi¬ 
lity of any kind of Russian education other than to learn 
from Western Europe. Public opinion was such that the dis- 
^ tiqf tidh between education in Ei^rope and education in Russia 
existed only in the different amount achieved by each, but not in 
any difference of spirit or basic principles. We (they said then) 
were formerly barbarians; our culture only began when we 
started to borrow from Europe.’ 

But between now and then a change liad taken place. Euro¬ 
pean education had reached that fullness of development w^herc 
its own particular basis had been worked out to reach the 
utmost clarity. This complete clarity and conclusivencss re¬ 
sulted in a widespread feeling of disappointment. Not because 
Western sciences had lost their vitality; on the contrary, exact 
sciences flourish, material needs are better satisfied. But life 
has been deprived of inner meaning; no longer penetrated 
by any strong uniting convictions, it cannot be ennobled and 
warmed by ideal hopes or stirring sympathy. Centuries of cold 
intellectual analysis undermined those foundations on which 
European civilization had been built up. Simultaneously this 
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analysis, through its logical activity and abstract reasoning, 
reached the point where it recognized its own narrow one-sided- 
ness. It became aware that the highest intellectual truth of 
fundamental conviction lies outside the abstract circle of its 
dialectical process. This conclusion had been admitted by some 
leading thinkers of the West. 

As a result of this process the Western individual either 
acquires an animal indifference to cxcrything higher than 
selfish material interests—but that is unnatural and humiliat¬ 
ing—or he reverts to those rejected convictions which inspired 
the West before the latest wave of abstract reasoning overcame 
it—but those convictions are already shattered. Therefore 
almost everyone, in order to escape from a sense of tormenting 
futility, begins to dream about discoxering fresh principles of 
existence and truth for the whole world, muddling old and new, 
possible and impossible, contradicting each other, but each 
expecting to be believed by all the others. 

In Russia most people who have studied llic latest pheno¬ 
mena of Euro]3ean life have reasonably concluded that this 
phase of European education fails to satisfy them. Consequently 
they start to pay attention to those special characteristics of 
civilization by which Russia lived before, and which are still 
noticeable, in spite of being ox erlaid by a veneer of European 
features. ‘These native foundations, which we previously ignored 
on account of our blind partiality for Western civilization, our 
reckless neglect of our own past history (regarding it as bar¬ 
barous), arc quite distinct from those elements which compose 
the civilization of West European peoples. . . Nobody, said 
Kireyevsky, appreciated more than he did the comforts of 
social and private life which are based on iktelligent organiza¬ 
tion. He thought, however, that in its morbid restlessness the 
rational criterion ultimately shows itself up to be one-sided, 
illusory and treacherous. The best minds of Europe complain 
about the present state of moral apathy, lack of belief and 
universal egoism; they call for a new spiritual force in addition 
to reason, a new incentive apart from the pursuit of money. 

This outspoken article created in Russian society a stir com¬ 
parable to Chaadayev’s First Philosophic Letter. But, unlike the 
latter, the consensus of intelligent opinion was unfavourable to 
it. The Westernizers, especially the radical Chernyshevsky, con¬ 
sidered that the hard judgement it pronounced on Europe was 
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superficial, not borne out by a thorough study of what was 
happening there, nor even by a correct diagnosis of what 
the most self-critical Western thinkers had observed. Official 
circles, with their heresy-hunting obsession, habitually detected 
camouflaged treason in every line the Slavophils wrote. The 
Moskovsky Sbomik lasted no longer than two issues. After its 
suppression, the patient Kireyevsky retired once more to his 
country estate, where he was placed under police supervision. 

At last the. death of Nicolas I (1855) enabled the Slavophils to 
found a new journal (1856) under his more tolerant successor 
Alexander II. The first number of this journal, the Rmskaya 
Besyeda^ contained Kireyevsky’s pathetic final article ‘About 
the Necessity and Possibility of New Foundations for Philo¬ 
sophy’, but the same issue published his obituary notice. He 
had died of cholera in Moscow. 

For many years Kireyevsky had lived in close touch with a 
number of Orthodox monasteries, and he translated some 
works of the Greek theologians into Russian. From these 
activities he appears to lia\'e derived his stronger emphasis on 
the orthodox mode of reconciling the human intellect with 
functions of the will and the emotions. Tn their pursuit of truth, 
the Eastern thinkers pay most attention to the rightful inward 
condition of the thinking mind, whereas Western philosophers 
care much more about the external nJations of ideas. The former 
seek an inner unity of mind, a focus of mental forces, where all 
separate activities of the soul arc fused into a complete living 
unity. The latter, on the contrary, believe that a full understand¬ 
ing can only be reached by still further differentiation of mental 
faculties. With one faculty they grasp moral, with another 
artistic phenomena; a special organ exists for the ‘‘useful” and 
truth is found by abstract reasoning. Not one of these faculties 
knows what the other is doing until the action is completed.’ 

In his last article Kireyevsky summed up the stages he had 
found in the disintegration of Western moral integrity through 
the cumulative splintering effect of rational thought. From Aris¬ 
totle arose ‘the scholastic philosophy within the Christian faith, 
next came the reformation in faith, and finally the philosophy 
without faith’. Thus Aristotle culminated in Hegel, and 
imagination died together w’ith religion. ‘Industry’ and 
‘science’ reigned in their stead. But—wonder of wonders 
Kireyevsky finds the new foundations for philosophy in a 
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return to the old Orthodox Church. The wish was father to 
this musty defeatist thought, for though he devoted much time 
to studying the lives and reflections of the ascetic Orthodox 
saints, we have no reason to believe that the results of his 
searcli encouraged him. On the contrary, he complained to 
Koshelcx’ shortly before his death that his immersion in the 
Christian East had intensified in him that barren mental con¬ 
flict and split personality ‘w^iic h riglitly-direct(‘d intellectual 
activity aims to break down!’ 

I^ater Russian protagonists of Orthodox Christian revival, 
Berdyae\’, Bulgakov and others, seem to have strangely ignored 
Kireyevsky’s cogent negative evidence. Herzen thought that 
Kireyewsky admired tlie Orthodox cliurcli only against his 
better judgement, l)ecause he saw how^ greatly it helped poor 
ignorant people who knew no betl('r comfort. This pragmatic 
view, which many Slavophils shared w'ithout a trace of cynicism, 
is borne out by an account from Kircyc\*sky’s ow^n experience: 
‘Once in a chapel I w'as gazing at the miraculous ikon of God’s 
Mother, and pondering ox er the childish faith of the people who 
praycxl to it; w^omen, sick people and old men bowed to the 
ground and crossed themselves before it. No, I thought, clearly 
this cannot be an ordinary piece of wood, with an image painted 
on its surface. For centuries it has received such outpourings of 
confidence, witnessed these prayers of unhappy suffering people. 
All these must have filled it with a certain power which now 
streams out from it, and is rtiflected back to those believers. 
Thinking thus, I looked again 5»t the old men and w'omen and 
then at the sacred ikon. At that moment I myself suddenly saw 
the features of the Virgin Mother come to life, and light up with 
a look of mercy and love for these simple people. . . . And I fell 
on my knees and humbly prayed to her.’^ 

How deeply, almost enviously, Kireyevsky must have won¬ 
dered at the miracle of faith in ignorant people, to make him 
pine to share their superstitions. But ignorance is like a delicate 
exotic fruit; touch it and the bloom is gone. It was no way out— 
and no help to them—^for the learned critic of Schelling and 
Hegel to abase himself before the illiterate peasants, striving to 
worship their idols. Indeed he knew better than to mistake a 
momentary mood of sympathy for the straight and narrow path 
into a peasant Nirvana. 

^ V. Aslrov: Ne Nashli Putu p. 71, St. Petersburg, 1914. 
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Even if the voice of the heart (for the few who heard it identi¬ 
cally) became Kireyevsky’s social religion, it was never, like 
Rousseau’s, the wild appetite, impervious to reason, of a lone 
nomad without any need of his fellows. Accepting the iiidis- 
pensability of logical tliought, he merely denied its primacy, 
because logic, being ethically neutral, exacted as the price of 
perfect intellectual clarity a corresponding impotence to move 
the heart and will. Such an icy metaphysical Olympus could 
never rule human beings who were linked by bonds of mutual 
sympathy. Therefore, in making reason the industrious ser\^ant 
of faith, Kireyevsky was thinking of* the world (expecially the 
Russian world) as he knew it; he fought to save his com¬ 
patriots from resigning thcmsclvcrs to the plague of intellectual 
locusts which was already starting to devour the fresh green 
shoots of Russian spiritual life. He wanted them to make their 
thought more fertile by making it subsidiary. ‘So long as we live 
within the confines of our intellect, we live in a ground-plan 
instead of in a house. Having done nothing but draw the ground- 
plan, we imagine we have already built the house. And when 
we perceive our mistake, we act too late, for it is terribly hard to 
fetch and carry stones instead of flourishing a pencil. That is 
why, in our time, only ignorant or spiritually educated people 
retain their wdll-power and ability (o act.’^ 

Unluckily, Kireyevsky’s laudable distrust of logic out of 
bounds broke dowm at the crucial test. It failed to save him 
frSm that glaring non-se.quilur which, through a logical abuse of 
faith, identified the nali\’C institutions of pre-Petrine Russia 
(though not the modern Russian stale) with the most promising 
future instruments of moral advance for mankind. It needed 
a naive and self-intoxit aled national mysticism to invent and 
pursue such a fantastic inference. A logical deduction from a 
mystical premise is neither sound logic nor sound religion. 
And only an unbalanced underestimation of the West (not to 
mention a withering contempt for the more ancient East), 
ignoring the inner substance and subterranean currents of 
other civilizations, narrowdng Europe dowm to some shadowy 
new-fangled cult of absolute logic, could lead to such a wildly 
exaggerated estimate of primiliv'e Russia as the w'orld s last 
hope. 

^ Letter to Khomyakov (July 1840';, puh. Rmskii Arkhiv, No. i, 1907, 
p. 256. 
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Of course the opponents of the Slavophils seized on and ridi¬ 
culed these far-fetched arguments, which were pushed into the 
foreground by the more politically minded Slavophil publicists^ 
Their strident exploitation of the maddest national pretensions 
came as a boon to the supercilious Westernizers, who readily 
concluded that all Slavophils were equally absurd. In the heat 
of these partisan battles, both sides overlooked the validity of 
Kireyevsky’s soberer social perceptions. They hardly paused 
to fathom wliat he meant when he argued about the need to 
keep intact the Russian type of moral integrity, or why he 
found in this the touchstone of practical judgement, and the 
only unfailing source of that inherent strength of character 
which had formerly rescued Russians on the verge of calamity. 

The Westernizers impatiently equated this attitude with an 
old-fashioned desire to be left undisturbed by the outside world, 
with a lazy reluctance to brace slovenly Slav minds for the effort 
of making desirable changes. They ignored the peculiar possi¬ 
bility that the more intelligent Slavophils might show an 
ancient Asiatic wisdom in the selective way they strove to bring 
European culture to fruition within Russia. Some Westernizers, 
like Chernyshevsky, thought that modern Europe had degene¬ 
rated on top, but not below. Yet none of them shared the ex¬ 
treme Slavophil view that European society had degenerated as 
a whole, from top to bottom, that her moral disease was spread¬ 
ing like an epidemic, and threatened to kill the last healthy 
shoots of native civilization in every country falling under Euro¬ 
pean sway. If the Slavophils fvere right, then Russian ‘back¬ 
wardness’ contained a blessing in disguise—among the common 
people unique devotion and Asiatic endurance, among their 
educated leaders a clear perception, which modern Europeans 
had lost, of the most valuable and realizable European ideals. 

That Europe, and her more vigorous extension in America, 
still fostered hidden reserves ofstrength, which might enable them 
to conquer their own disease, while weaker outsiders, infected by 
them, succumbed to it, was a more remote alternative, and one 
less flattering to Russian dreams. It did not occur to Kireyevsky 
or to any of the original Slavophils, but Konstantin Leontiev 
thought it possible. Kireyevsky’s Russian future might be a 
glorious vision for his unhappy compatriots, but its fulfilment 
demanded a steady process of European senile decay, which he 
somewhat naively took for granted. Gershenzon, writing half a 



THE ORIGINAL SLAVOPHILS 99 

century later, hit the mark when he observed that Kireyevsky’s 
paradoxical prophecies afflicted Russian political thinkers with 
a* certain high-flown indifference to nice distinctions between 
wishful speculation, strict truth and downright falsehood. 
Often the glamorous legend proved more attractive to them 
than scientific honesty. But the legend itself could be scienti¬ 
fically dressed. Lies with a system and a driving purpose 
exerted greater persuasive influence than unpalatable truths. 
That is how well-intentioned Russian patriots fell easier vic¬ 
tims to the Chauvinist spell, at a time when the more experi¬ 
enced Western European minds were starting to recognize that 
it led to mass insanity. 


V 

The rock-like Peter Kireyevsky (1808-1856) presents a striking 
contrast to his unstable and tormented brother Ivan. A har¬ 
monious embodiment of the most active Slavophil qualities, 
he spent an inconspicuous but industrious life-time working out 
the improvement of his own estate, collecting hitherto unwritten 
folk-songs, and helping his peasants in all the ways open to a 
conscientious but impecunious landowner. Herzen, while he 
respected Ivan, called Peter Kireyevsky a personality who 
stood out head and shoulders above all the other Slavophils. 

He wrote little, but on various issues he expressed himself 
njore* cogently and unequivocally than his brother. He opposed 
autocracy on principle, he condemned Peter the Great for 
having torn the aristocracy from their Russian roots, and 
broken their links with the common people; but he upset his 
fellow Slavophils because he also deplored their fashionable but 
pedantic cult of pre-Petrine Russia, which, he said, resembled 
a stale Chinese ritual, weighing its adherents down under a 
burden of customs, useless because they were deprived of any 
living sense. 

For him the much-vaunted Russian national character was 
nothing but a shapeless and misleading abstraction, unless it 
expressed spontaneous personal desires. ‘What is called 
common to all mankind means looking like everyone else, a 
vulgar trivial physiognomy. Whatever is alive, is original, with 
an expressive face of its own.’ In the latter case the Russian 
character, in order to be worth preserving, must be closely 
linked with the Orthodox faith, for only that faith distinguished 
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amorphous Russians from the more definite West and East, 
and had saved them from the worldly vices of Western Chris¬ 
tianity. If it allowed the faith which nourished it to die, whaf- 
cver was best in the national character would surely deteriorate 
and disappear. The dreary dictatorship of Nicolas I was 
crushing the spontaneous core of religion, while the stupid 
alternative of lax and leaderloss liberalism was frittering away 
the spiritual treasures of tlie West. True Orthodoxy alone 
revealed a wiser course, an orthodoxy which sprang, not from 
the priests, but from the congregation of the church. 

The following passage states ix plain-spoken indictment of 
Nicolas I, as the natural consequence of Kireyevsky’s religious 
coiiN'ictions: 

‘Papists belie\ e in the infallibility of the Pope, Protestants in 
the infallibility of liuman reason, Orthodox Christians—in the 
infallibility of the elected apostolic cliurch. . . . Nominal equa¬ 
lity of many beliefs means in fact notliing but the oppression of 
all beliefs for the benefit of one utterly heathen faith—faith in 
the state. . . . 

‘We have innumerable examples to show liow little a single 
human being can rely on his own strength. Yet there are people 
who think it the height of political wisdom to entrust the fate of 
a nation, and even of the church, to tlic unimpeded passions and 
caprice of a single man. They say no people can exist without a 
single autocratic ruler, c\’en as a herd cannot survive without^a 
shepherd. But the shepherd who leads the flock is a man, by 
nature higlicr than the flock, anO therefore their rightful leader. 
It would be mad to rely on the safety of the herd, if a herd of 
oxen were led by an ox, or a flock of sheep by a sheep. Clearly 
the comparison is false, and who, except God,iis as much higher 
than man by his nature as man is higher than a sheep? For a 
single man to lead men he must either rise to God, or his people 
will be lowered to the level of a herd of cattle.’* A strong argu¬ 
ment against autocracy, but equally one which might be turned 
in favour of a religious-minded oligarchy. 

His views about serfdom were still more precise, and they 
could be stated without theological backing. Though he dis¬ 
approved of serfdom as un-Christian, he did not therefore com¬ 
mend sentimental landowners who generously freed their serfs 
and then left the helpless creatures to fend for themselves. For it 

^ Dmitriyev-Mamonov: Slavyano/iliy Russkii Arkhivy No. 11, 1873, p. 2492. 
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was no moral solution to transfer the peasant’s welfare from the 
power of one good landowner to that of a horde of petty and 
corrupt government officials. ‘The best intentions of the govern¬ 
ment arc perverted by going through the hundred thousand 
hands of officialdom’, he remarked, while trying to be scrupu¬ 
lously just. A responsible and conscientious landowner could 
hclj) and protect his serfs much more effectively if they were 
not freed, until such time as local officials and law courts 
improved beyond recognition. Tliough Peter Kireyevsky de¬ 
liberately kept his serfs under his own l)encvolcnt command, 
he favoured sweeping agrarian reform by law. In fact, he put 
forward proposals which demanded a far lieavier financial 
sacrifice from the landowners than did the measures eventually 
adopted by the government in i86i. He recommended that 
half the landowners’ estates should be freely handed over to 
their liberated peasants, without any liability from tlie latter 
for redemption dues.^ 

Many of Kireyevsky’s outs])oken writings were only dis¬ 
covered among his pri\’atc paj)ers after he died. He shunned any 
kind of notoriety, and never went out of his way to win a single 
convert. The imposing example of his consistent life first at¬ 
tracted attention to his mode of thought. Multitudes of ancient 
and beautiful folk-songs, handed down orally from one genera¬ 
tion of peasants to another, were brought together and written 
downHby him for the first time. As^a landlord he appears to have 
* been efficient as well as benevolent. In the 1840 famine he dis¬ 
tributed freely the large quantity of grain stored in his barns, 
giving it not only to his own peasants, but also to the many 
destitute wanderers who had migrated from other villages in 
search of food. , 

By devoting much energy to promoting tlie healthier local 
traditions in which he so firmly believed, he sought to limit the 
damage done to the roots of national life by the advancing flood 
of administrative centralization. His \'icw of the state as a 
necessary evil, but an evil which could be mitigated and kept 
within bgunds, was as typically Slavophil as it w^as untypical of 
the increasingly self-inflated Russian bureaucrats. His innate 
and rare sense of flexible organizational compromise emerges 
with particular cogency in his view about the future of the 7 nir. 
Wherever the mir still functions through its assembly as a going 
^ Letter to Koshelev: Russkii Arkhiv^ No. 8, 1873. 
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concern, he said, it should be carefully preserved by the good 
landowner, but where it has already become inoperative 
through abuse of the landowner’s power, it is useless to think 
that it can be revived effectively by piecemeal local experi¬ 
ments. Here the state should step in to restore and reconstruct 
it by means of a statutory and firmly enforced law.^ 

Europeans find it hard to appreciate the burning controversy 
which raged throughout nineteenth-century Russia over the 
relation of the mir ^ to the organs of central government. Far 
more was at stake than the proper allocation of administrative 
functions as between old local and newer central bodies, for the 
mir embodied a host of complex traditions, a whole way of 
thousand-year-old social life. The Kireyex sky brothers defended 
the way of life rather than the institution, and not out of 
stubborn conservative pride, but because they were convinced 
that, change as it must, it was adaptable, and offered brighter 
prospects of healthy growth if it could avoid being swamped 
by an avalanche of unrelated modern Western institutions. 

‘ Letter to Koshelev: Russkii Arkhii\ No. 8, 1873. 

® The village assembly {mir) was an ancient institution of peasant self- 
government, which existed centuries berfore serfdom. It was strengthened, 
rather than changed, by the Emancipation laws (18G1). The mir\ main 
function was to organize the periodical redistribution of strips of land 
among individual households, and to regulate agricultural work on land, 
such as pastures, which served the whole commune. Until Stolypin 
cancelled all remaining redemption dues in 1906, the peasants were 
harassed by legal disputes about the ownership of their newly-accjuircd 
land, between 1861 and the final discharge of their dues. 
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CHAPTER IV 


A. S. KHOMYAKOV 
I 

AMONG the original Slavophils A. S. Khomyakov (1804- 
ZjL i860) stands out as their most powerful single personality. 
JL Since the study of his work became a virtual monopoly 
of theologians, liis religious opinions ha\'e emerged into a dry 
and restricted limelight. Unfortunately this persistent theologi¬ 
cal slant has obscured from laymen and non-Christians the fact 
that Khomyakov was an exceptionally versatile, eloquent and 
prolific writer. Thus, while his modern compatriots have rele¬ 
gated him to their historical scrap-heap, the outside world, if it 
knows him at all, secs him almost entirely as a Christian pundit. 
Both have l)ccn hindered from recognizing how much of what 
he wTote is modern, and enters deeply into the tangled skein 
of European-Russian relations, even though it rarely touches 
the more popular economic strands. 

Kiiomyakov was descended from an ancient land-owming 
family. He received the broad and lavishly cosmopolitan edu¬ 
cation customary among the higher Russian nobility since the 
cightfeenth century. Then, after,instructive travels in PVance, 
Italy and Switzerland, he entered the Imperial army, where he 
served creditably in one of the nfany campaigns against Turkey 
(1828). His mother, a strong-minded and efficient woman, took 
over the management of the family estates from her easy-going 
and feckless husband just in time to prevent them from being 
ruined. She made her tw^o sons take a vwv (which they appear 
to have kept) that they would remain chaste until they married. 
At an early age Stepan directed his superfluous energy into 
omnivorous reading. He records that in a single year lie spent 
ten thousand roubles on buying books from abroad. What is 
still more unusual, he evidently remembered what he read, for he 
amazed and often defeated his antagonists in argument by the 
aptness and exactitude of the many quotations at his command. 

After marriage Khomyakov settled down on his main estate, 
which he started to farm energetically. Like other enterprising 
landowners, lie branched off from agriculture into industry, 
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successfully organized a local sugar-factory employing serf- 
labour, and introduced nicclianical impro\ ements. He himself 
invented and patented a rotatory steam-engine, which he 
patriotically called The Moskovka^ and in 1845 he started a Press 
campaign in the Aloskvityanin ad\'ocating the construction of a 
railroad network throughout Russia. Thoroughly disgusted by 
the gross incompetence and apathy of country doctors, he also 
plunged into the study and praciice of medicine, treating with 
newly disco\'('red remedies \*ictims of cholera in his v illages— 
although, as he sardonically observed, ‘the regulations do not 
permit me, without a diploma, either to kill or to cure a person’. 
When the Crimean War broke out, he was already too old to take 
an active part in it. But he pronounced liis own sure judgement 
that Russia’s delirat was God's punislimcnt for years of criminal 
national arrogance and false pride. "Strengthening the army, 
increasing our wcallh, frightening other people, widening our 
territories—such was our obsession. To res]>cct justice, to protect 
the weak and unsheltered, to lift up the spirit of our own people, 
seemed to us useless activ ities. We showed no sense of real spiri¬ 
tual improvement. In our blindness we had turned into slaves 
more than twenty million of our own brothers. Such were the 
fruits of our pride. God punished us by defeat in the Crimean 
W'ar.’ {Message to the Serbs^ 1859.) 

In 1859 Khomyakov’s literary achievement received a seal of 
public, recognition; lie was ejected President of the Society of 
Friends of Literature. After systematically setting free the majo¬ 
rity of his own serfs, lie spent the last years of Uis life assiduously 
promoting local measures [ireparatory to the Emancipation 
Edict of 1861. *I wish success to any measure adopted’, he 
wrote, adding characteristically, ‘provided it does not confer 
liberty without land or an empty unattac hed individual liberty.’ 


II 

We shall pay a liarmlf\ss tribute to convention if we start by 
considering Khomyakov’s religious opinions, though only 
where they bear clearly on his social thought. W'hcn Peter the 
Great abolished the autonomous patriarchate, and substituted 
for it the state-appointed Holy Synod, he put the finishing touch 
to the totalitarian shape of Eastern Orthodoxy. While accepting 
Peter’s career as ‘a horrible but beneficial thunderstorm’, 
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Khomyakov contended that the Tsar’s new position as adminis- 
trali\'c Head of the Church, tliougli it enabled him to turn 
priests into civil servants, gave him no authority to define or 
modify religious doctrine. Nothing sliort of an Oecumenical 
Council of Eastern Churches could take decisions within tliat 
sphere. Furthermore, Khomyakov claimed tliat the Orthodox 
Church retained its inward freedom even if weak ecclesiastic s 
allowed it to fall into dependence on tlie state. Outward slavery 
did not preclude inward emancipation. The body of a church, 
i.e, all Us members, lay and clerical, gatliered together in humi¬ 
lity, could still preserve the purity of faith. Personal conscience 
could thus aciiicrve collc'ctive validity in the light of faith— 
tliougli not in any other way. 

Recognizing that the shadow of a free conscience was a 
meagre consolation, which did not get one \'cry far without the 
substance of free expression and activity, Khomyakov consis¬ 
tently attacked censorship - not in principle (censorship must 
ban vulgarity and maintain liigli moral standards) but speci¬ 
fically in its muzzling of politics and religion. When sincere 
thought on such \ itally important subjects is stifled by the dead 
w’eight ol lics or flattery, he asserted, then all honest people will 
keep silent; intellectual life tlries up at the source, and there 
gradually spreads throughout society ‘that personal indifference 
to truth and moral values which is enough to poison a whole 
generation and to spoil many generations to come.’ 

• As Khomyakov interpreted lh^ course of European history, 
the Catholic Church had inherited from the Roman Empire 
the ambitious misapplication of a codified legal system. That 
system had distorted and commercialized the natural Christian 
relation of man to God, by reducing it to the mean character 
of a moral bank-account, in which c\cry man’s good and bad 
deeds, specified as such, were entered with meticulous accuracy 
in the credit and debit columns. Protestants had rebelled 
against this degrading bondage. The Orthodox Church, on the 
contrary, had never followed either Catholic or Protestant 
examples. It refused to degenerate into a stereotyped ethical 
book-keeping transaction; it always attached more importance 
to the motive underlying an action than to the action itself. By 
rejecting formal stipulations and legal guarantees, it proved that 
it could still rely on healthy direct Christian relationships which 
had been mutilated or crushed in the more materialistic West. 
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Here we find llic basis of Kliomyakov's firm argument that 
Orthodoxy is superior (in moral value) to all Western brands of 
Cliristianily. ‘Romanism is an unnatural tyranny, Protestan¬ 
tism an unprincipled revolt. Neither of them is acceptable. But 
where is unity without tyranny, where is freedom without re¬ 
volt? Both can be found in the ancient continuous unadulter¬ 
ated tradition of tlie Orthodox Church. There a unity can be 
found more authoritative tlian the despotism of the Vatican, for 
it is based on the strength of mutual lo\ c\ There a liberty can be 
found frec^r than the licence of Protestantism, Ibr it is regulated 
by the liumility of mutual love. There is the Rock and the 
Refuge !’^ 

We are not told whether this is meant to be a statement of 
fact or merely a pious liope, a description of the Orthodox 
Church as a going concern, or as it used to be before the 
Schism, or as Kiiomyakox* fondly imagined it ought to become. 
The latter seems most probable, for one can hardly attach more 
than the vaguest subjective? aspiration to the term ‘mutual 
love’ on whicii the force of this argument liinges. But even that 
interpretation fails to reveal a sufficiently exclusive trait of 
Orthodoxy, since similar sentiments fall only too glibly from 
the lips of innumerable Christian congn^galions, however rarely 
they may rise from a single heart. 

Indeed the reader will discover that Khom\ akov has a per¬ 
plexing habit of confusing doubtful potentialities with accom¬ 
plished facts, and that he sometimes speaks of the Orthooox 
Faith as if it W'cre a synonym for the Orthodox Church, even 
though elsewiicrc he clearly and rightly distinguishes them. In 
one significant passage he puts his finger on the most sensitive 
spot by exclaiming that, for Russians, faith must be a thing 
apart, divinely unattached to any external bonds or obligations, 
‘that faith w'hich, thank God, and owing to an instinctive sense 
of truth, no one has yet called religion . . . faith with its enlivening 
constructive vigour, freely moving thought and tolerant love.’^ 
But people must live according to this truth before they can 
start to understand it. 

He not only separates the institutional Church from personal 
faith, he discerns the battle-ground where they are bound to 
interlock and clash. The essence of the Russian Orthodox 

' W. Birkbeck; Russia and the English Church, p. 102. 

^ A. S. Khomyakov: Sochineniya, vol. i, p. 256, Moscow, 1911. 
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Church, most notably since Peter made it Erastian, was total 
self-denying conformity of mind, body and soul. Often its de- 
rfiands from the FaitJiful were more exacting in minor ritual 
obser\'ances tlian in vital matters of personal conduct, but none 
the less the Churcli reserved more drastic f)owcrs; it could 
hardly be called lukewarm or lax, whenexcr a major govern¬ 
ment policy was at stake. The desperaK! struggle for survival of 
the schismatic sects provides the most sombre illustration of the 
awful gulf dividing Church from Faith. Whole communities of 
‘Self-Burners’, men, women and children, would set fire to their 
homes and throw themsehes into the flames, prefiTring to 
commit suicide rather than submit to the emissaries of forced 
conx’ersion. Passi\e resistance, carried to that pitch, was more 
imprcssi\c than armed rebellion. But the authorities had in¬ 
exhaustible theocratic' arguments to justify their persecution of 
disobedient citizens. Such were the metliods which the horrified 
de Custirie called ‘that monstrous combination of Byzantine 
minutiae with the ferocity of the lartar Horde’. 

Khomyakox' evades these* troublesome entanglements by 
speaking of the Church as if it still embodied that pure primi¬ 
tive Orthodoxy, which the Old Beliex ers had fought to preserve 
when they first disobeyed the Patriarch Nikon in tlic sexen- 
teentli century. Or rather, he hints that the Church could do no 
good until it lecoxered that degree of independence. ‘Christianity 
docs^iot constitute a state. It h:js been artificially mixed xvith 
the idea of the state. As for wars of rcrligion, or xvars under a 
religious pretext^ they degrade feligion to the lex cl of the state. 
A conquering Christianity cannot be anything but repulsive.’^ 
Meanwhile he proxies his mental honesty by firmly shifting the 
centre of gravity i\way from the state-tainted official hierarchy, 
and placing it indisputably in the j)urer hands of small xoluntary 
congregations. Only thus can he remain sincerely Orthodox and 
yet assert, in full sympathy xvith the dissenting sects, ‘In matters 
of religion, forced unity is a lie and compulsory obedience is 
death.’ 

We niay profitably ask, without straining the analogy, how 
Khomyakov, had he lived today, would have reacted to the 
depressing degree of total personal allegiance exacted by the 
Communist Party Church. Would he have accepted it as a 
regrettable but necessary transformation of Eastern Orthodoxy 
^ Sochineniya^ vol. 8, pp. 303-4. 
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in the task of moulding primitive men to modern economic 
needs? The liquidation of all the supernatural Christian ele¬ 
ments might hardly have worried the scientific Khomyakov, who 
put his trust in the efficient operation of faith and conscience, 
and heartily approved of steam-engines. He might even have 
supported the attempt to preserve a semblance of organized 
faith, if it were the only alternatix e to abandoning human 
society to bestial cynicism. On the other hand, he would cer¬ 
tainly have found that the Soviet brand of ‘forced unity’ bore 
too marked a family resemblance to its disreputable ancestors. 
He could only have revolted against its cmfty lif)-service to 
democratic institutions, ‘s])ontancous’ popular demonstrations 
etc. And while he might have approx ed the genuine desire of 
Soviet rulers to substitute persuasion for coercion, whenever 
possible, he could never have condoned camouflaged violence. 
It would seem that most of what Khomyakov said in favour of 
Orthodoxy, whether as a F’aith or as an organized Church, con¬ 
flicts with the realities of Soviet Orthodoxy. And that is pro¬ 
bably why most Soviet scholars have ( arefully steered clear of 
him. Admittedly, he believed that the Russian people still 
needed autocratic rulers. But he spoke of an open, personally 
responsible autocracy, not of a poxver xvhich could mask its 
responsibility by manipulating a maze of elected committees. 
And while administrative severity imposed a heavy burden on 
the people, at least the sense c>f its inevitability made it Snore 
tolerable. There xvas no such excuse for adding to this tlie 
torture of despotism over thcir*minds and feelings. Having sur¬ 
rendered almost every personal right to society and the state, 
the people guarded their remnants of spiritual liberty as an 
inviolable treasure. , 

Khomyakov is haunted by this line of thought, to which he 
frequently returns. One aspect of it comes out clearly in a paral¬ 
lel he drew between the Russian and Byzantine Empires, de¬ 
fending the latter’s underestimated serxice to civilization, but 
also elucidating the good citizen’s mode of resistance to the 
insufferable demands of that nominally religious stiite. For 
centuries, he wrote, Byzantium resisted barbarian attacks of a 
severity which no other kingdom in the world could have with¬ 
stood. In the long run the perpetual conflict between heathen 
and Christian motives wore it down and left it morally ex¬ 
hausted. Finally no outlet remained for people of spirit and 
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thought except escape from a society to whicJi they refused to 
submit, but which they were powerless to o\’crcome. Therefore 
they took refuge in monasteries, abandoning to corruption and 
greed a state already in the grip of incurable decay. ‘Only in 
the sanctuary of deserts and monasteries could the true purity 
and integrity of moral life be preserved to the end. And these 
proved their value when they became* the salvation of our 
future Russia.’^ 


Ill 

Quite apart from liis notoriety as a lay theologian (and even in 
this capacity his theological polemics now count for little beyond 
the social judgements which they support) Khomyakov ranks 
very highly as a patriotic poet and prophet, who despised con¬ 
ventional patriotism, and as an original civic teacher. He elabor¬ 
ated a Russian mission to the world, a mission, which, far 
from being another Empire-building march of conquest, im¬ 
posed a national duty more morally exacting and universal in 
scope than Kipling’s White Man\s Burden (borne too exclusively 
on the shoulders of the muscular Anglo-Saxon race). Moreover, 
in the midst of this Messianic feeling for his country\s destiny, 
Khomyakov remains surprisingly tentative and modest. 

He can hardly mention Russian affairs without immediately 
switc hing over to a comparison with Europe, usually unfavour¬ 
able the former and always searchingly candid. He is renowned 
for the self-critical bon mot^ popularized by Turgenev, ‘all our 
mental brilliance has so far been unable to in\'cnt so much as a 
decent mousc-trap\ But he is candid too in revealing the extent 
to which Europe bristles with conceited or ignorant prejudice 
against Russia. In Jiis article, ‘Foreigners’ Opinions about Russia’ 
{Moskvityanin^ 1843) he stated the deplorable Ihct that Russia, in 
spite of all her sincere strivings, had so far evoked from Europe 
only one response—namely, mockery or c urses, a mixture of 
fear .and contempt. ‘The European, eternally praising himself 
for his “humanity”, falls painfully short of this sentiment when 
he extends to remote and savage tribes a sympathy which he 
completely witholds from Russians, related to him by race and 
culture. . . . Our physical strength excites jealousy in Western 
peoples, and our admission of spiritual or mental impotence 
deprives us of their respect.’ 

’ Sochinenija, vol. i, p. 219. 
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His companion article, ‘Russian Opinion about Foreigners’ 
(1845) points warningly to the widening rift between Russia’s 
traditional mode of living and her imported education. Tll^^ 
plague of a Westernized intellectual proletariat, cut off Irom 
the roots of Russian life, seemed to him far more dangerous to 
his country’s future social health than tlie more easily curable 
native plague of village poverty. ‘There are no limits to the 
damage wliich cle\’cr men, de\*oid of conscience, can inflict on 
society, when they use tlie pretext of useful and legal action. 
Once you surrender yourself into the hands of a bad doctor he 
will kill you so imperceptibly that you will never be aware of it.’ 
Thus unscrupulous men, under a respectable mask olTcarning 
can the more easily disseminate ideas which poison society. 
These self-styled social benefactors know how to injure people 
with impunity when it serves their own advantage. Alwayj* the 
‘subtle’ men pervert the ‘simple’ and the ‘weak’. At the same 
time their pale language and sickly thouglils—though hardly 
more than a veneer over a thoughtless sa\’agcry—bertray the 
foreign origin of a grafted growth. ‘Our own character peeped 
out timidly from underneath these foreign shapes, without 
recognizing its own face, sometimes merely ashamed of itself. 
However that may be, its natural claims to life belong to the 
future, not to the past.’ 

It should be observed that the Slavophils’ call to the future 
animated all their social thought. Their unimaginative oppo¬ 
nents ncx’cr understood this call, or contemptuously ignored it, 
while cheaply ridiculing their .eult of the Kajlan^ of decorative 
ancient Russian dress and the more pleasant'patriarchal cus¬ 
toms. Khomyakov was innocent of antiquarian pedantry. He 
explored the Russian past solely for the sajte of shaping her 
future out of the best available ingredients, and these included 
European ones. We see this double quest most vividly in his 
political poems. In his Ode on the Polish Revolt (1831), after curs¬ 
ing the Polish rebels for having yielded to ‘tlic senseless shjime of 
family strife’, he foretold the proud day when the ‘Slav eagles’ 
would fly freely over the whole world, but would still bow their 
heads obediently to their Elder, the ‘Northern Eagle’. His poem 
The Island (1836) pays a warm tribute to England’s civil¬ 
ized glory, but pictures it withering away under the blight of 
her cold self-satisfied pride; he concludes with the prophetic 
words: 
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God then to a land more humble, 

Marked with Faith and signs of fear. 

Shall the Empire and Earth’s 'I'hundcr, 

And the word of Heaven transfer. 

By thS humble land he meant of course his own, liumble, lie 
fondly believed, behind her arrogant facade. The future would 
belong to her, if only she could prove that slic deserved it. 
Gould Holy Russia out of the liny spark she had preserved, re¬ 
kindle the pure creative flame of the older Europe, which the 
new Europe had so wantonly extinguished in licr shallow 
commercial society? If the most promising form of Russian 
future lay in a fulfilment of the older European asj)irations, how 
could it ever materialize without breaking free from the cor- 
rupVng tutelage of the modern West? How could Russia demon¬ 
strate h(!r superior culture by assimilating modern European 
science without being simultaneously tainted by Western 
commercial vulgarity, spiritual decadence or revolutionary 
madness? 

In paying such devoted and discriminating homage to llic 
still unfulfilled promise of the European past, Khomyakov only 
proved his loyalty to one of the most vital and least recognized 
Slax'ophil motives. He loved the ideals which ancient Europe 
stood for, partly for their own sake, but still more because they 
foreshadowed his own country’s ripening civilization, which 
• frfim the beginning had transcended national boundaries. This 
vision reached the height of clo^}ucncc in his poem The Dream 
(1834) which cnBs in a solemn invocation to Russia and to the 
whole of Asia. 

Dark shadows spread throughout the distant West, 

Over the land of sacred w'onders; now 
The former stars turn pale as they die out. 

How beautiful it was, that glorious West; 

For ages the whole earth on bended knees, 

Miraculously glowing from her spendoiir, 

Bowed down to her in humble silent awe! 

There wisdom’s sun first rose before our eyes. 

And calmly, like the moon, love shone in blameless joy. 

In brilliant rainbows inspiration rose, 

The fires of living faith spread floods of light. . . . 
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Alas, that age has died; now funeral palls 

Fall on the Western World. There blackest night will reign. 

Hark to the call of fate, rise to the new dawn, 

Awake, slumbering East! 

Khomyakox' pictures his country as one of the bereax ed rcla- 
tix-es taking part in the funeral procession of the West. The 
funeral is taken for granted, but the Russian cousin is not shed¬ 
ding crocodile tears ox er his loss, still less is he shouting for joy 
ox er the prospect of a rich inheritance. His love and grief arc 
genuine, the more so because he is haunted by the conx iction of 
Russia’s spiritual backxvardness, her more than technical in¬ 
capacity to shoulder the immense responsibilities of carrying on 
the interrupted work begun by European cix ilization. His notor¬ 
ious poem To Russia (1854), published at the beginning of the 
Crimean War, confirmed this wise diffidence xvith a courage*and 
sincerity for which the Slavophils arc rarely credited. Of course 
so-called patriots howled it dowm as a treacherous insult to the 
sacred fatherland. It roused such a successful uproar of protest 
from the ex er-influcntial Russian ‘Blimps’ that the gox ernment 
promptly muzzled Khomyakov by issuing an order to ban any 
further publications of his writings. The following are the most 
relevant lines of this dangerously thoughtful poem : 

But remember, to serve as God’s xveapon 
Is hard for any earthly being. 

Sternly he will judge his follofvers. 

But as for you—alas! hoxv many 
Terrible crimes weigh on your head. 

Blackened by the dark injustice of the laxv-courts. 

And branded with the mark of slavery. 

Riddled with godless flattery, foul lies, 

With deadly apathy and cxxry kind of vice. 

You, unworthy of your mission, are none the less the Chosen 
One. 

Since Khomyakov so openly deplored the sinister and squalid 
realities of Russian life, we may wonder what made him so 
tenaciously Slax'ophil, what hidden lure he found within his 
country, which checked him from recoiling against her in hope¬ 
less indignant disgust, as many of his educated compatriots did. 
If Russia was already so abominable, could she sink any lower 
by joining up with the materialist and nearly socialist West? To 
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this leading question Khomyakov gave a firm unequivocal 
answer. Vile as the Russian state and officialdom undoubtedly 
\^ere in many of tlicir institutional aspects, the Russian people 
of all classes, so long as they remained traditional (in the super- 
national^aspiring Russian sense) preserved redeeming qualities. 
Moreover, if Russia ever became completely Westernized in 
contemporary Western spirit and technique, she would be trans¬ 
formed, not into a superior copy of her model, but into a new 
monstrosity, a thousand times more horrible than the modern 
West. 

Western vice, worldly cunning and ambition, cold calculat¬ 
ing greed, coarse indifference to pure religious feeling, all these, 
said Khomyakov, Russians picked up with relish from abroad 
and then proceeded to exaggerate, unaware that they were 
grafting on themselves only ‘diseased shoots from the Western 
tree’. ‘It makes no difference whether we foster ambitions to 
become in our turn tlie most powerful people in the world, the 
richest or the most thoroughly educated. . . . We shall not 
achieve those aims. And why? Because no such mean task will 
be admitted by the conscience of our w^hole people, or can 
attract their innate sympathy. Russia must either become the 
most moral, the most Christian of all human societies, or be 
wholly insignificant—and it is easier for us to cease to exist 
than to be insignificant.’^ 

Of all that strength and glory be not proud! 
pA^cry proud mind is steri4% 

Cold decA*ives and steel is brittle, 

The luminous world of sanctity alone is solid ground. 

The strongest hand is the hand raised in prayer.^ 

• 

We arc told emphatically that the Russian gox'ernment and 
Russian governing class (to Khomyakov at once her heaviest 
encumbrance and her most recent Western acquisition) pro¬ 
vided no key to that invaluable unknowm quantity, the under¬ 
lying Russian character. Even Peter the Great’s Westernizing 
frenzy hjid been partial and motivated. According to Khomya¬ 
kov, his ultimate aim was not to turn Russia into a better replica 
of the modern Western state, but to shake off the slumber of 
centuries, to awaken sleeping Russian minds by means of a 

^ Sochineniyay vol. 3, p. 337. 

^ Ibid.^ vol, 4, p. 56. 
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wJioIesome blood-transfusion and a painful shock. But the 
result fell a long way short of Peter’s aim. The most solid 
legacy he left was a centralized bureaucratic state, a thoroughly 
Westernized machinery of Government, though magnified to 
the Russian scale. The clever bureaucrats wlio ran it, like 
Turgenev’s Panshin, learned how to play skilfully with every 
important political or economic problem like jugglers w ho keep 
several balls or kni\'es re\'olving simultaneously through the air. 
The most clficicnt ones never stopped trying to prove how skil¬ 
ful, smart and up-to-date they were, and bcliexed that their 
quick and sfiallow reasoning entitled them to push aside all 
national traditions and customs as if they w'crc outmoded 
relics. Meanw^hile tlicy had forgotten how' many of these had 
a social character quite apart from their secondary economic 
utility, and were held sacred by the Russian common people. 
For the Westernizers had sold their Russian souls for a lot of 
imported theories and bright new toys. On that account they 
condemned themselves to sterile work, even in that limited 
field of social reform, where they capriciously fancied themselves 
to be pioneers on virgin soil. ‘One cannot live in St. Petersburg 
without serving it, but to serve St. Petersburg is to betray 
Russia.’^ 

When Khomyakov insisted that politics left him cold, he 
explained himself by adding that only social questions w ere im¬ 
portant, and they were important for still unrecognized regions: 
‘Social life {ohshchenie) consists not in mere excliange of ideas, 
not in the cold and egoistic (Exchange of scryices, not in dry 
respect for an alien law", alw^ays reserving its own rights—but in 
the living interchange both of ideas and feelings, in sharing not 
only grief (sympathy is all too common a feeling) but also the 
joys of existence. Only this kind of social life can guide us out of 
a maze of barren abstractions devoid of any national character, 
and lead us tow'ards a full participation in the qualities of our 
people. . . . Our half-baked schoolboy knowledge would then 
turn into science and would promote science, by contributing 
to it those vital hitherto untapped sources which distinguish our 
people from tlie Western world with its Latin-Protestant one¬ 
sidedness and historical dualism.’^ 

Unfortunately the official preachers of Russian ‘national 

^ Sochineniya, vol. 12, p. 322. 

• Ibid,, vol. I, pp. 98-99, 
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character’ doped themselves with high-flowm ambiguous talk. 
In their self-intoxicating discovery of Russian ‘originality’, they 
failed to realize that they had in fact advanced no further than 
transposing to their native land the stale themes of second-rate 
European intellectuals, especially the romantic nationalism of 
Schelling and the ultramontane royalism ofj. dc Maistre. With 
all their strident claims to be so fresh and young, they were 
really the last people who could save Russian thought from 
degenerating into a large dried-up branch sticking out from the 
main tree of European rationalism. Having hastily borrowed 
a few of the more nonsensical intellectual fashions from 
Europe, they were determined to show that they had nothing 
more to learn from her. As one of their critics caustically 
observed: ‘Our nationalists too often obliged us to walk on all 
four*, in order that wc should not appear to be imitators of 
bipeds!’ 

Moreo\'er the Schcllingian version of national character had 
manifestly reached a climax of self-expression in the materially 
powerful, spiritually self-satisfied, and mutually jealous sove¬ 
reign states of Western Europe. The sensible Russian, even if he 
could visualize no better alternative, felt far from keen on turn¬ 
ing his disorderly fatluTland into yet another embodiment of 
the same self-absorbed and aggressive social organism. Khomy¬ 
akov was one of the first to recognize this ideal for what it 
tumid out to be in fact, a trciichcrous decoy leading each 
* nation in turn to war and ruin. 

Therefore he turned instead t^ all that w^as furthest from the 
cult of Russian patriotic virtue, to rare qualities of character 
undcftlcd by the official world, pure imaginative visions which 
made the grandiose national dreams of Westernized intel¬ 
lectuals look lurid, feverish and futile. Nor did he crudely 
idealize the common people. The following lines from The 
Spring (1835) express his most intimate vision better than any 
of his political or theological essays: 

Hid in the wilds, in forest glades, 

Eavourite of muses and quiet thoughts, 

O living fountain, nameless spring, 

How dear to me your gentle murmur sounds. . . . 

On sultry days you still flow fresh and clear. 

Far from the trampling hoofs of thirsty herds; 
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The roaming peasant leaves you undisturbed. 

You are not hardened by the frost, 

Nor parched and dry from summer heat. 

Alone you shed your silver tears, 

In inexhaustible cascades. 

Within your breast, oh Russia mine. 

Flows such a quiet and limpid spring. 

Its living w’atcrs also rise. 

Hidden from sight, unknown ])ut strong. 

No mortal passion can disturb 
Its clear crystallic depths, nor can 
The frost of alien power congeal 
Or stem its ever-flowing waves. . . . 

But look, how widely now the waters 
Have spread all over the green fields, 

How foreign peoples, parched with inward thirst, 

Gather together round its banks. . . . 

Khomyakov felt fortified because he found in this faith the 
same uncompromising quality which he valued in outstanding 
Russians of every class. Vague and exasperating as his attitude 
might seem to outsiders unable to share it, it w^as obviously 
irreconcilable Avith uncritical loyalty to any system of political 
leadership, whether this took ^he .shape of Nicolas Ts regiK\e, or 
whether it turned into an institutional assertion of social desicle- * 
rata like The Rights of Man, Mcn^eover, such a firm but eminently 
pcrsonjil faith was bound to come into mortal*conflict with the 
new credulity, miscalled faith, which believed that the mecha¬ 
nism of legally reformed in.stitutions would ^automatically pro¬ 
duce the miraculous benefits which the reformers so loudly 
advertised. It seemed therefore indisputable to Khomyakov 
that Russian society, though still inchoate, instinctively recog¬ 
nized an intangible moral basis, which was the exact reverse 
of that ‘scientific’ institutional principle on the ascendant in 
modern Western society. 


IV 

The Declaration of the Rights of Man (1793) had torn the modern 
Western state from the rock of religious sanctity and transferred 
it to the shifty foundation of positive law, shaken by the fitful 
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winds of every representative assembly. This change of position 
might have been less fraught with peril, if the state had simul¬ 
taneously dwindled in importance (as it had done in England 
since 1688), if it had begun to content itself with the minor and 
prosaic role of a moderately respectable limited liability com¬ 
pany, no more than primus inter pares^ a role which it might 
suitably have played in the industrialized society of nineteenth- 
century Europe. But in fact the continental secular state clung 
to a spurious legend of sanctity, and it hastily exalted the hap¬ 
hazard will of so-called representatix es of the people into the 
highest criterion of right and wrong. Thus it became responsible 
for that mortal conflict waged between the still-living xoicc 
of personal conscience and the crushing requirements of a 
legal machine, manipulated by time-serving and ambitious 
demfigogucs. 

Khomyakov was one among many Russians w^ho, after in¬ 
tently studying this process in France, concluded that the far- 
rcairhing tyranny of all-powerful popular assemblies concealed 
a more insidious menace to civilization than the familiar per¬ 
versions of monarchical rule. Whereas the latter, if w^e may 
borrow a Jewish metaphor, killed some fish outright, the 
former, at its most favourable, slowly drained the water out 
of the whole pond. Khomyakov could not conceive a life wwth 
living unless it gave scope for the exercise of a dissentient con- 
scicpupc. Without enlarging on the^desperate dullness of a world 
in which everyone agreed, he implied that mutual agreement 
took a multitude of shapes, incfluding pacts between bandit 
gangs to divide tlic fruits of their plunder, and that legislation 
by majority agreement was grossly deceptive without reference 
to its underlying lyotive. ‘A gathering of political representa¬ 
tives cannot possibly have any personal conscience,’ he de¬ 
clared. ‘Conscience can only be collective in the light of faith.’ 

Worst of all, the powers of formerly absolute monarchies 
(except for a time in England) w^cre hardly shorn at all by the 
new Western Rechtstaai\ in many ways they were extended. 
Sheltering behind the legend of national sovereignty and the 
popular cliche of reform, the peoples’ representatives revelled in 
a spate of new laws and regulations. Hence there spread an ever- 
widening breach between the inward sense of justice and the 
nominal legal justice derived from squabbling o\'er the ambigu¬ 
ous clauses of unwieldy statute-books. The increase of appeals 



Il8 PIONEERS OF RUSSIAN SOCIAL THOUGHT 

from lower to higher courts was one symptom of the gross dis¬ 
crepancy between legal justice and equity. Enforcement of the 
most elaborate criminal codes had only proved that laws weie 
powerless to diminish crime, let alone to cure the causes of 
crime. The imposing accumulation of new civil laws had not 
ensured, and never could ensure, that justice would be better 
carried out. 

In any case the tightening legal network provoked bolder 
defensive measures to evade the law'. And all the time, w hctlicr or 
not they successfully circumx ented the law's, the minds of more 
and more dissatisfied men were burning witli a vague desire for 
primitive vengeance, ‘an eye for an eye and a tooth for a 
tooth’. I'his concealed civil w'ar between nil(!rs and subjects had 
been intensified by the false promises of tlie hVeiich Rex olution, 
and W'as still fostered by its inept political legacy which con¬ 
fused the life of a state with its institutional forms. In the long 
run, Khomyakov estimated, internal moral decay, leading to 
mental cnfeeblemcnt, would ruin the West. 

Did Russia as a slate present a less gloomy picture of spiritual 
dry rot than the steady decline of Western standards during the 
impressive advance of Western economic prosperity ? In fact, she 
hardly did, and Khomyakov honesty admitted tliat unpalat¬ 
able truth. But in so far as Russians, w hile conscious of its evils, 
still preferred their own enlightened autocracy (a pci sonal state 
conscience oxerriding the mechanical tyranny of state laxvj'-their 
country liad not yet forfeited her eventual chance of gix ing 
birth to a more cixilized society. ‘All the benefits of social auto¬ 
nomy, a free Press, independent science, security of indix iduals 
from arbitrary x iolcnce, all these will lead to nothing, if at 
the head of the state there does not stand an unrestricted 
living integrity of conscience, feeling its owm responsibility 
to God and to History, unswayed by human prejudices and 
temptations.’ For instance, the Emperor reserved an ox^erriding 
right (outside the law) to expropriate private property, if his 
sense of justice demanded such drastic intervention. Khom¬ 
yakov commended that right. In spite of his disgust for W'estern 
socialism, he readily maintained that there is no such thing as 
inviolable prix'ate property; all property confers an obligation 
that it should be rightly ‘utilized’; the holder must be prepared 
to justify his ownership. But Khomyakov refused to jump to any 
legal conclusions about what constitutes abuse of property. 
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Each case should be judged on its own merits. ‘Let conscience 
also play its part in civil law.’ 

• Khomyakov’s defence of Russian autocracy on grounds of 
moral unassailability is full of fairly obvious pitfalls. It may 
happen that an able sovereign, confident that he incorporates 
God’s will, can fruitfully set at naught the more exasperating 
man-made laws. But these autocratic actions, even if semi- 
divine, rarely furtlicr the cause of justice, as most human beings 
conceive it. So far as wc can see, God is completely unconcerned 
with human justice, and what we call ‘acts of God’ are much 
more inscrutable than Acts of Parliament. The universe! does 
not exist in order to please or displease a few human beings 
inhabiting a minor planet. Moreeivcr, assuming, like Con¬ 
fucius, that monarchs could really stand above all factions, 
and,arc therefore bound to promote the rule of wise andvirtuems 
men, Khomyakov draws a veil over tlic frightful mess that can 
be made by feeble, foolish, or merely lazy autocrats. 

Indeed he senses the untenability of his position, and half 
rt!treats from it, or finds more terre a terre reasons to condone it, 
He is appalled by the grossly exaggerated importance which 
modern minds attach to political institutions. Seen in their 
proper light as mere concessions to human weakness, they 
deserved a less conspicuous place. In any case a religious- 
minded autocrat might minimize the idolatry extended to 
political machinery, and prove to be at least no worse than his 
^ seit-seeking competitors for power. Better the dc\'il you know 
than the devil you don’t know. #Wc already lla^'c an autocratic 
government’, Kliomyakov observes; ‘be that as it may—but let 
us beware of producing a despotic society—that would be fatal. 
If society is to prove fertile, it must on no account become em¬ 
broiled in politics. . . . The Government can and must protect, 
but only society creates.’^ 

In other words, the life-blood of a nation, far from circulating 
in its government, may flow sluggishly even through its social 
organism, unless society is protected, stimulated and granted 
discriminate freedom in order to create. Such a task demanded 
exceptional powers of insight and forbearance from the ruling 
minority. ‘Social organization w’hcn it changes, ought to apply 
the inner life of peoples to their outward life. But is our inner 
life ready for any such change? Is our culture mature? Only a 
^ Sochineniyay vol. 8, pp. 391 et seq. 
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process which dev^elops slowly and imperceptibly can be fruitful 
and viable; whatever changes too quickly and abruptly must he 
unhealthy and subject to disease/ 

The prospect for Russia is promising in that it opens a fresh 
vista which the West can no longer prox ide. But it will prove to 
be a deceptive mirage, unless Russians make up their own 
minds in time, and learn to distinguish the latest European 
follies from the more solid European achievements. That was 
Khomyakox ’s principal, though still very tentatix e, recommen¬ 
dation to his puzzled compatriots. The new Russian intelli¬ 
gentsia, on whom so many future decisions depend, must start 
by shaking themseh'es free from that arid foreign scholasticism 
‘which embraces everything and ex^erywhere brings death. Some 
people x'ainly imagine that their scholasticism is still alive, 
because it is dying to the latest tunc in a different hemisphere.’ 
Ivan Kireyex'sky had xoiced the same thought more mildly: T 
think German learning can serve us as a most useful method of 
passing over from borrowed systems to an autonomous mode of 
thought which xvill correspond to the vital needs of ancient 
Russian culture. . . 


V 

Khomyakox' lix^ed long enough to witness the havoc wrought on 
impressionable Russian minds, too easily carried away by the 
stream of seductive Western sophistries. He himself admired 
Hegel sufficiently to understand him, but not enough to be 
misled. ‘The Phenomenology of Hegel will remain the immor¬ 
tal monument of* an inexorably scx^erc and consistent dialectic. 
... It is none the less surprising that no one has observed till 
now that this immortal work is simultaneously a decisive con¬ 
demnation of all rationalism. . . . The passage of thought into 
the world of finite phenomena is in no way an act of logical 
necessity, but it is an act of moral liberty.Indeed he praised 
Hegel’s philosophy most of all for its negative achievement, for 
its unconsciously solemn liquidation of all the old towering 
claims of systematic rational thought. While he urged that ‘the 
fight against Hegel should teach us mental discipline’, he 
warned his compatriots emphatically against the snare of taking 
Hegel too seriously or literally. ‘Severe though one-sided in its 

^ I. Kireyevsky: Sochineniya, vol. i, p. 263. 

“ Sochineniya, vol. 12, pp. 187-8. 
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analysis, utterly null in its synthesis, the failure of Hegelianism 
revealed the depth of the spiritual abyss over which German 
pliilosophy had hovered for so long, without being aware of it. 
Thereby Hegel incontestably rendered us a great service. For 
after him all further efforts to formulate pure philosophic 
thought arc proved to be utterly impossible. In the same way, 
all attempts to build systems, like the already old-fashioned 
Owenism, or the new socialism, will fail and lead to nothing.’^ 

Take heed from the German l(!Sson, Khomyakov warned. For 
a few years Hegel reigned as Germany’s intellectual idol, an 
article of German faith. And though that phase w^as over, he 
had established himself as a German habit of mind. ‘Pure 
rationalism and modern materialism arc merely two sides ol'one 
and the same system, for which 1 can find no better name than 
predestined denial of liberty’; and in more concrete terms: 
‘Between Hegers philosophy and French communism there is 
a close and legitimate bond, though no one has yet defined it.’® 
Khomyakov found the nearest religious counterpart to Hegel in 
Buddhism, yet Buddhism, he said, ‘is as much superior to it as 
any faith is bound to be superior to any philosophy’. 

Many Russian intellectuals, after their first flush of enthu¬ 
siasm had waned, were apt to find that their German or French 
idols had feet of clay. But while their naive sense of history 
taught them that the latest European fashions were the best, it 
alscyjjicouragcd them to infer that,they themselves might herald 
^the most startling and brilliant of all the new phenomena. So 
their next step was to fall back on'Hhc worship of mother Russia, 
arrayed in the visionary and borrowed plumes of German or 
French speculation. Hence emerged the successive waves of 
Russian Schcllingiaps, Fichtcans, Hegelians, Fourierists, Positi¬ 
vists and Marxians, each rising to an aggressively self-conscious 
crest of Russian foam. But Khomyakov refused to swim with 
that tide. Like Turgenev in Smoke^ he abandoned hope in the 
politically minded Russian European. Strange as it may seem 
today, he pointed instead to England, for he found in England 
not only an encouraging exception to the normal course of 
European history, but also a living though limited example of 
the type of society which Russians were struggling to achieve. 
Apart from any soothing gratification which they may give to 

^ Sochineniva, vol. i, p. 150. 

® 12, p. 178. 
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the universally vilified inhabitants of the British Isles, Khomy¬ 
akov’s views on England are instructive and almost unique; 
for, though there have been Russian Anglomaniacs as well as 
the more familiar Russian Anglophobes, intelligent and well- 
informed Russian Anglophils are few' and far between. 

To start with, England appealed to Khomyakov as the only 
country in Europe still governed—and proud of being governed 
—more by custom and healthy instinct than by Roman admini¬ 
stration and law. ‘Thought moving in harmony with life is a 
great thing. It is sad w'hcn the tw'o are separated. That lesson can 
be learned from England, from the people w'hicli best represents 
in Europe a civilization other than the Roman one. England is 
faithful to the past. Therein lies her intellectual strength. But 
one could hardly accuse her of remaining stationary, of turning 
her face aw'ay from new things. Only she docs not cut dow^n 
century-old trees in order to plant in their place feeble year-old 
seedlings. Therefore she wdll bequeath no deserts to coming 
generations. Strange land! It somehow guessed that only by 
preserving could it move forward, that tJie only true progress 
consists in what never repudiates its own origins. But other 
countries of Europe ha\'c not acted thus. They have cut off' the 
roots of everything alh'e, so that their society disperses like sand, 
scattered by the gusts of e\ cry storm. History will show to what 
extent destiny or human folly are chiefly responsible for this 
work of destruction. But whatever opinions we may hold<?bout 
the causes, the effects arc manifest.’^ 

In England the hidden spriligs of life flowed strongly because 
her free society, while firmly regulated by tradition, had es¬ 
caped being paralysed by a rigid network of laws. The state was 
strong, and not at the mercy of ignorant unstable crowds; but it 
was strictly limited in its range of power; it kept wathin reason¬ 
able bounds and wisely minded its own business. In a letter to 
the Moskvityanin^ published there in 1848, Khomyakov drew the 
Russian public’s attention to the secret of England’s social stabi¬ 
lity and prosperity. Tn reality every Englishman is a Tory at 
heart. Exceptions are rare, and then as a rule they are people 
who have been enslaved by some system of thought, beaten 
down by poverty or corrupted by the way of life in large towns. 
. . . The history of England is to an Englishman much more 
than a mere thing of the past. It lives in all his present customs, 
^ SochineniyayWi^. *jPP- 187-8. 
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in every detail of his daily life. The Englishman enjoys to see 
the broad-shouldered beefeaters guarding the 7 bwer of London 
caressed in their strange medieval costume. . . . He is happy 
that the boys in Christ’s Hospital school still wear the long blue 
coats which they wore in the reign of Edward VI. He walks 
through tlie long aisles of Westminster Abbey, not with the 
])ufred-up vanity of a Frenchman, nor with the antiquarian 
pedantry of the; German, but with a deep sincere ennobling 
affeclion. These graves belong to his family, and a great family 
il is. 1 do not speak of the peer and the prolbssional man, but 
of mechanics and cab-drivers—for 'Foryism is just as strong 
among the common people as it is in the upper ranks of society. 
Luckily ev(!ry Whig is also something of a Tory, merely because 
lu! is English. Liberalism may provide his daily bread, but 
Toryism is all liis joy and charm in life.’ "England is a country 
in which Tories fight with Whigs’; Khomyakov observed; and 
pointedly added: ‘'Fo the intelligent oliserver, and certainly to 
the impartial Russian, the paralysing aridity of Liberalism in 
its cflbrts to destroy the past, and its deadly lack of feeling w hen 
it attempts to construct, are plainly evident.’ His own sym¬ 
pathies did not blind him to unpleasant probabilities, and 
lie feared ihat the Whigs might prevail. ‘The blows of the 
Protestant axe resound e\er louder and more regularly. They 
cut aw^ay the thousand-year-old roots, and the mighty tree is 
^ growing.’ • 

While he delighted in the cultured conservatism of England, 
coinciding so surprisingly wdth* her technical and industrial 
revolution, lie also saw the ugly side of English arrogance and 
insular self-satisfaction. Indeed he prophesied that these corrod¬ 
ing vices, if they spread unchecked, w^ould hasten England’s 
downfall. Nevertheless, his benevolent eye discerned redeeming 
qualities hidden beneath the surface. ‘Every foreign country 
regards England as the product of convention, strict formality, 
cold calculation and a soul-destroying struggle for material gain 
—all joined up with national and personal vanity, only modified 
by some .half-sincere, half-hearted charity. Such is England in 
her foreign policy, in everything of w'hich she seems to be proud, 
and which makes her the envy of other nations. Yet inward 
England is not like that; she is full of spiritual life and strength, 
of wisdom and love. This England, in many ways so different to 
the other Western countries, remains incomprehensible to them. 
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and often to English people themseh es.’ In the English char¬ 
acter, he observed, there was one affinity with the Russian 
people, "an instinctive and altogether sound distrust of the 
human intellect’. 

Some of our neo-Christians have jumped to the conclusion 
that Khomyakov wished to commend exclusively the virtues of 
energetic English Protestants. This seems unlikely, especially if 
we consider his scathing comments on the Anglican Church. 
‘Neither a tradition nor a doctrine,’ he called it, ‘but a mere 
establishment’, and therefore a moribund thing. . . . ‘Like a 
narrow isthmus of sand, beaten by the powerful waves of two 
enemy oceans, the Anglican Church crumbles on both sides 
into Romanism and Dissent. In principle it belongs to Ortho¬ 
doxy, but is kept outside by its petty historical provinciality.’ 

He expressed greater enthusiasm about the law-courts, ar.d he 
singled out the English Jury system as an institution which em¬ 
bodied the most profound moral intuition, notably because it 
insisted on a unanimous \ erdict in all civil and criminal cases. 
Having visited London and Oxford, Khomyakov had acc[uired 
some chastening experience of English peculiarities. He con¬ 
ducted a lengthy correspondence with Mr. William Palmer, a 
Fellow of Magdalen College, Oxford, who, dissatisfied with 
Anglican insipidity, was toying with the idea of becoming a 
convert to the Orthodox Church. In spite of Khomyakov’s 
eloquent encouragement, Mf. Palmer resisted the charir^.s of 
Orthodoxy, and after an exhilarating sojourn in Rome he 
entered the safer Roman fold. ’’Poor Palmer’, was Khomyakov’s 
comment; he pitied him as another victim of Catholic wiles. 

Writing in the palmy days of the mid-nineteenth century, 
Khomyakov undoubtedly admired Englanctfor qualities which 
have not noticeably survived, but among these the English 
brand of Christianity occupied a minor place. Chiefly, and so 
unlike his radical contemporaries, he respected the tenacity 
of traditional culture which went hand in hand with such a 
dazzling and adventurous industrial progress. Therefore he 
considered that during the parallel age of transformation which 
had clearly started for Russian culture, Russia could learn more 
solid social lessons from England than from any other Western 
tutor. He qualified this advice by adding a strong word of 
warning: ‘God preserve us from self-satisfied people and from 
national self-satisfaction.’ For he regretfully observed these same 
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English national vices taking shape among his own compatriots, 
and without the compensating English sense of compromise 
afid philosophic scepticism. He feared that the newly-educated 
Russian’s attitude towards his country’s primitive millions 
was growing too self-important, patronizing or priggishly 
doctrinaire. ‘Perhaps a love for Russia really exists in us, 
but it is dangerously like the love for Hottentots, negroes and 
Indians, cherished by the virtuous Englishman in company 
with the conviction that he is their moral and intellectual 
superior, and with his self-gratifying desire to play the part of a 
benefactor, cither present or future.’ 

The Jesuit convert. Prince Gagarin, in his book La Russie sera- 
t-elle Catholique? had wounded many Sla\ ophil susceptibilities 
when lie warned people that ‘Orthodoxy, Autocracy and 
NatM)nal Character’ represented in truth nothing other than the 
oriental Russian formula of the nineteenth-century revolu¬ 
tionary Idea. Kliomyakov, tliough lie deplored Gagarin’s 
renegade example, came closer to him than he realized when he 
voiced his own horror of Russian national pride, ‘a crazy and 
false patriotism expressed in deeds of violence and anger’. If this 
was the miserable Russian alternative to the dry rot of Western 
rationalism, then surely botli were sterile. Surely there must be 
a more authentic. Russian advantage over the West. 

For Khomyakov tlie canker of modern Western civilization 
lay y? its one-sided faith in the trjumph of cumulative rational 
knowledge. Having first smothered personal conscience, this 
knowledge had next, through gradual disillusion with its own 
results, led to a nervous repudiation of logical analysis as a 
valid method. The devouring analysis of science, because it w^as 
pursued without a gure guiding sense of value or suitable appli¬ 
cation, had fostered a hopeless cynicism in the conduct of 
human affairs. Therefore some Western intellectuals, terrified 
out of their wits, were rushing to the opposite extreme, de¬ 
nouncing science as a suicidal weapon and preaching a return 
to noble savagery. Only a virgin Russia, partly inspired and 
partly warned by European experience, could soberly take 
stock of the whole Western impasse, and thus avoid falling in 
her turn a prey to cither of these devastating errors. She could 
safely borrow and apply European science in all its ramifica¬ 
tions, provided she remembered ‘I’esprit qu’on veut avoir gate 
souvent celui q’on a’, provided she knew how to test each 
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experiment by her native powers of judgement, and so long as 
she maintained intact her ancient striving for moral integrity. 
Such was Khomyakov's picture of Russian potentialiti('s, and 
of the indispensable provisos attached to tlurir fulfilment. 


VI 

In his few but pointed remarks about the function of education, 
Khomyakov failed to elaborate the means by which incipient 
Russian education could steer a successful middle course be¬ 
tween Western extremes. But he had no vestige of doubt that 
the parents of every child, his home and the society around him, 
provided the absolute essentials of education, and that school 
teaching could at best contribute a minor and technical part. 
He deplored the ill-considered modern spread of useless Univer¬ 
sity chairs and senseless petty specializations, which, he said, i'ar 
from helping true learning, gradually undermine its severe dis¬ 
cipline and forfeit the respect of its pupils. At the same time he 
felt strongly that a truly civilized state must be ready to bear 
some moral responsibility for keeping society up to the mark. 
But what might be a virtue for tlie enlightened Russian slate 
would easily become a vice if applied to ovcr-dcmocralic 
America! ‘No doubt a state, which claims to be no more than 
an accumulation of business people in defence of their material 
interests, like for instance, the,North American state, has almost 
no right to interfere in matters of education. . . . But what in 
America appears to be a doubtful right, becomes not only a 
right but a direct obligation in our land of Russia, with its 
duty to bring forth a human society founded on laws of the 
highest morality and Christian truth.’^ ,, 

Khomyakov also favoured the inculcation of that uncom¬ 
fortable and peculiarly Russian conception of collective guilt, 
arguing that the whole of society must bear the blame for every 
crime or error committed by any of its members. He hardly 
paused to investigate the intolerable demands which this prin¬ 
ciple, if taken seriously, would make on honest people who 
wanted to enjoy life, although they knew that numerous fellow- 
citizens swindled, stole or murdered. Nor did he face the hither¬ 
to insoluble problems which it created by turning punishment 
into a colossal branch of corrective education, obliged to treat 
* Sochineniyay vol. i, p. 348. 
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crime with sentimental tenderness like an interesting illness, 
rather than as an evil to be stamped out. Unfortunately his 
writings on education form the most scattered and untidy sec¬ 
tion of Khomyakov’s social thought. We should bear in mind 
how much of it had to iippear in veiled forms in order to pacify 
the nervous censors. For the same reason, most of his theolo¬ 
gical writings first saw the light of day in French. 

His Message to the Serbs (1859), first published abroad (Leip¬ 
zig, i860), embodied a frank and full summary of his final 
social recommendations, and he himself attached importance to 
it as a comprehensive statement. All the survivors among the 
leading Slavophils approved it. Pogodin, Koshelev, Elyagin, 
Yury Samarin, and the brothers Aksakov, agreed to append 
their names as co-signatories. The message thus assumed the 
chaiactcr of a joint Slavophil manifesto, apart from being Khom¬ 
yakov’s spiritual last will and testament, and his final bequest to 
the Slavophil cause. He died of cholera in the following year. 

Thoiigli addressed to the Serbs, it is clearly intended to apply 
to all Orthodox peoples, especially to Russians, who stood most 
in need of its exhortations. It throws a revealing light on Rus¬ 
sian relations with Poland and with the Slav minorities within 
the Austrian Empire. More than any other of Khomyakov’s 
writings, it expounds Orthodoxy as an active personal and 
social faith rather than as a politico-religious creed or organized 
chi^ljch, and it firmly sets this kind of Orthodoxy higher than 
any rac ial or state tics as the most sacrixl source of human union 
and the final criterion of social behaviour. No doubt the Com¬ 
munist creed, in so far as it still manages to keep a religious 
grip over frustrated human emotions, owes a lot to its skilful 
exploitation of thij inherited Orthodox frame of mind. 

‘Only the Orthodox believer, preserving his whole personal 
freedom, but meekly acknowledging all his weakness, sub¬ 
mits to the unanimous consilience of the whole commune. That 
is why tlic rural commune cannot preserve its basic rights 
outside Orthodox lands; that is why a Slav cannot be wholly 
Slav without Orthodoxy. Even our blood-brothers, corrupted 
by Western lies, whether Catholic or Protestant, admit that 
ruefully. 

‘Therefore the heretic should be for you like a guest, protected 
by you from injustice, and enjoying all your privileges in per¬ 
sonal matters, but he should not be a citizen with full powers or 
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a son of the great Serbian house ... It is bitter to think that not 
all Slavs are Orthodox. We believe that in course of time the 
truth will enlighten them. ... 

‘You are happier than all other peoples, in that every Serb 
treats another as his brother; you have no higher and lower, 
except the scr\T[cc of society, which defines people of different 
ranks according to the needs of the government. Keep that 
equality. Value that great treasure! Refuse to accept any laws, 
any Government measures or interference with your customs, 
which might destroy your natural brotherhood. All other coun¬ 
tries follow an evil principle; in them pride of so-called higher 
class, anger and envy of so-called lower class, lead to internecine 
conflict and social decay. . . . 

‘Do not be infected by the example of the Poles, your blood- 
brothers. There a few thousand called themselves the nation, 
and the nation as a whole was treated like a herd of cattle, 
hardly worthy of a human name. And so in spite of her military 
prowess, her courage and glory, the Polish state fell. Do not for¬ 
get such a lesson I liCt the courts judge, let the ruler rule, let the 
prince reign, as society needs—but outside the sphere of his 
specific duties each Serb, now as ever, remains on equal terms 
with his neighbour. . . . 

‘You must learn a lot, brothers, from those peoples to whom 
God granted long ago freedom from political bondage, and who 
have therefore taken that opportunity to devote their tho^rfit 
and time to perfecting science and art. You see for yourselves, 
and there is no need to prove tc; you, what povs^ers science gives 
to men, and how it enables them to harness nature to their ser¬ 
vice. You need to acquire much good and useful knowledge 
from other nations (whether they are Germans or not) in order 
to rise to the level of mental development to which you arc 
entitled. Knowledge is an increase of mental enrichment, but 
true enlightenment transcends knowledge by including moral 
and spiritual elements. Many people who, owing to adverse 
circumstances, lack scientific knowledge, but are penetrated by 
moral conviction, come nearer to full enlightenment than 
those who know many things but lack the power of spiritual 
life. . . . 

‘It is better to inflict a severe punishment which impresses the 
criminal than one which appears to be light, or can unjustly be 
transferred to his family. Above all, preserve every kind of 
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communal institution and court. . . . The meeting of the mir is 
for the people a school much more useful than any book educa- 
tk)n. The strong spirit and reason of the Russian peasant were 
preserved by the mir meetings in spite of the slavery to which 
they we^c bound by an unjust law. It is desirable that meetings 
should settle issues by unanimous agreement. Such was the 
ancient Slavonic custom. The custom of counting \'()iccs came 
to the Slavs from Germans, as if wisdom and truth resided in the 
majority of voices, whereas in fact the voting is often fortuitous. 
Consider also that where a matter is decided by a majority vote, 
the desire of people to convince their neighbours vanishes, or 
is w^eakened; consequently the striving for agreement in con¬ 
science and reason is also weakened. . . . 

‘Many people think it is possible to reach a good end by em¬ 
ploying an evil means. . . . Such a hope is deceptive. Evil means 
generate a ferment in the good end, and cause the expected 
good to turn into an unexpected evil. . . . 

‘You cannot surpass the Jesuit or the Austrian in cunning, but 
you can easily conquer their cunning by your straightforward 
frankness. In that you are strong. . . . 

‘Do not dwell a lot on the law and on your rights; but listen 
to those who talk to you about your obligations. Respect your 
spiritual pastors. They bear a heavy responsibility to God, and 
it is right that they should enjoy our esteem. But do not 
allo;;^ them to exalt tliemselves abpvc you, as if the Church wxrc 
a thing apart and superior to the pcoi)le. Guard your honour 
jealously in this, for you are all members of God’s Church.’ 




CHAPTER V 


FIVE POLITICAL SLAVOPHILS 

■ > 

I 

F yodor tyutchev (1803-1873) is less familiar to 
students of social thought than he is to that dwindling 
international group which still prizes thoughtful and intelli¬ 
gible poets. His intense and militant Slavopliil actvity has long 
been eclipsed by his more lasting and sensitive evocation of 
‘magic thoughts that hide away from the noise and glare of 
day’. At first sight, especially for those who are determined to 
equate Slavophils with pan-Slav politicians, these twin aspira¬ 
tions of Tyutchev seem strangely discordant. But closer scrutiny 
reveals that his Slavophil ideal of human culture flows as a 
natural consequence from his poetic imagination, through a 
struggle to find for his vision a more coherent and immediate 
shape. At the same time his work is tinged with a haunting sense 
of failure to achieve this fusion. His poem The Spoken Thought 
Becomes a Lie is an ominous reflection on that conflict within 
him. 

Tyutchev spent most of his early adult years in Europe, 
served his country as a di[)lontat in Munich and Turin, ma^iried 
two Ba\ arian wives in succession, and he both spoke and wrote 
most naturally in flawless French. Not till 1844 did he return to 
his native St. Petersburg, where he was appointed a Court 
Chamberlain and served at various posts in the Ministry of 
Foreign Aflairs. There his intellectual eminence alone excused 
his eccentric behaviour. At court functions he is knowm to have 
disguised himself :is a footman in order to observe more freely 
what was going on. On one occasion he became so absorbed in 
argument with a friend that he halted the procession of the 
Grand Duchess whose train he had to hold. Count Sologub 
found Tyutchev’s principal charm in his vivid flow of (conversa¬ 
tion, in which all his remarks coulaient de source. Awkward and 
shy until he warmed up, he shone in his clement at Petersburg 
evening receptions under the soft glitter of chandeliers, when the 
gay rustic of ladies’ silk dresses mingled with rippling laughter 
and brilliant repartee. 
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Most people expected that twenty-two formative years of 
cosmopolitan life in European cities would have turned Tyut¬ 
chev not only into a polished worldly European, cultured to the 
finger-tips, but thence into a Westernizer as thoroughgoing as 
Turgcpjv in his painful conviction of boorish Russian back- 
w’ardncss. In fact the reverse took place. The longer Tyutchev 
lived in Europe, the less he liked it, and the more incurably 
Russian he felt at heart. Though he much preferred French to 
Germans, he called the French ‘that charming and absurd 
people, who inspire you with every kind of sentiment except 
respect". It is true he made scathing remarks about Russia as 
‘the realm of official ranks and the knout", and sometimes pined 
to escape from tlic tedious Petersburg society which later lion¬ 
ized him. Nor did peasant Russia offer him the ideal haven of 
refuse which some of this contemporaries found in it. The sooth¬ 
ing but bare and poverty-stricken countryside depressed his 
spirits. Neverthele.ss some inscrutable awakening of mind im¬ 
pelled liim to giv^c voice in his nativ^c longue to an intimate 
vision of his motherland, a vision first seen in focus when he 
contrasted it with his prolonged but bitterly disappointing 
experience of Europe. 

These poor villages, this niggardly nature, 

Land of long endurance, land of the Russian people, 

The proud stranger fails to see or value 

What shines secretly and modcMly through your meek naked¬ 
ness; 

• 

You, my native? land, the King of Heaven trod 

In the guise of a serf, bowed down by the weight of his cross, 

And blessed you in passing. 

• (1855) 

Even as Tyutchcv"s mature lyrics penetrate far beyond the 
fleeting personal moment, so do his political poems and essays 
transcend the topical political issues which first provoked them; 
they build up step by step an increasingly articulate and em¬ 
phatic i^an of human action pieced together out of his mystic 
intuitions and ingrained Slavophil beliefs. Major historical 
events, impinging on the growth of his personal experience, 
clearly decided the shaping of this plan. As early as 1830 the 
Russian Government’s suppression of the Polish rcv-olt impelled 
him to write: 
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Even as Agamemnon sacrificed his own daughter to the gods, 

So we in unhappy Warsaw 
Struck our fateful blow, 

Redeeming at the cost of blood 

Russia’s integrity and peace. ^ 

Cast away that infamous wreath 
VVoven by a slavish hand ! 

Not for the Koran of Autocracy 
Did rivers of Russian blood flow; 

Another thought, another faith, fired Russian hearts. 

By the threat of a saving example, 

To gather under a single Russian banner 
The scattered family of Slavs, 

And lead them, like an army with one mind, 

Forward to feats of human culture! • 

His poem The Alps (1H31) pictured the Slav countries as a 
range of frozen mountains lit up by the dawn, but significantly 
the lesser peaks shone with a rosy light reflected from the highest 
one, the Russian mountain, and the first to catch the rays of 
the rising sun. 

Tlic astonishing poem Russian Geography (1829) indulges in a 
more sinister piece of distinctly spatial megalomania; 

Seven inland seas and seven mighty rivers, 

From the Nile to the Neva, fit)m the Elbe to China, 

From the Volga to the Euphrates, from the Ganges to the 
Danube, ^ ^ 

That is the Russian Empire. 

By bringing this dream-Empire one step^nearer to waking 
life, there w'ould arise a new Eastern Europe, welded into a 
solid phalanx of states inspired and led by Russia. For Russia 
was neither a part of Asia, nor a world of its own detached from 
Asia and Europe, but a legitimate sister of Western Europe 
engaged in a heroic reconstruction of tlic Christian Eastern 
Empire, more European in essence, in uncorrupted Christian 
civilization, than Western Europe had been since 1789. Tyut¬ 
chev clearly envisaged that immense Eastern bloc as the only 
rightful counterbalance to a Western Europe dominated by the 
German race (at that time represented by the Austrian Empire 
and Prussia). 
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Moreover, he conceived the Slav struggle with Germany not 
merely as a fight for political and economic supremacy in 
Europe, but as an indispensable prelude to tlie next step of 
world-wide unification on an Orthodox religious basis. ‘Will 
Easterly Europe, this genuine Eastern Empire, already three- 
quarters formed, for which the first Empire of the Byzantine 
Cesars, and the second of the Ortliodox Tsars, were only a 
feeble preliminary sketch—will tliis Emjwre ripen naturally 
into its final completion, or will it be obliged to win its rights by 
force of arms, by subjecting the whole world to the din^st miser¬ 
ies?’ {Russia and Germany^ 1844.) ‘There exists only one secular- 
power, leaning on the Universal Church, which is capable of 
reforming the Papacy without injuring religion. No such power 
ever existed or could exist in the West. Nor is this power in 
prejcnt-day Russia. It will be in the great Graeco-Russian 
Orthodox Empire into which Russia must expand. ... If the 
Russian Empire docs not develop, it will explode.’ 

Tyutchev was obsessed, and rightly so, by thoughts and fore¬ 
bodings about the German race as the most formidable obstacle 
to Slav fulfilment. His essay Russia and Germany is objective 
enough to admit that there exist two conflicting Germanys—or 
rather two contradictory tendencies fighting for mastery there, 
‘On the one hand you hax e the so\*ereigns, the governments of 
Germany, with their reliable carefully considered policy; on 
the other stands that second masjter of our age, public opinion, 
which turns and twists wherever it is blown by winds and 
waves.’ Germany owed to Russia her liberation from Napoleon. 
Her rulers recognized this debt, and never had relations be¬ 
tween the German states and Russia been friendlier and more 
fruitful than in theJast thirty years. But German public opinion, 
in the shape of the popular Press, was fanning the flames 
of a senseless hostile clamour against Russia. Its favourite 
slander was to say tliat Russian policy aimed at luring the 
smaller states into her orbit at the expense of ‘the legitimate 
influence of the two great states of the Union’ (Austria and 
Prussia)» Otliers, with equal injustice, accused the Russian 
government of systematically opposing constitutional reform in 
Germany. This irresponsible campaign was influencing Ger¬ 
man rulers against their better judgement, and it encouraged 
throughout Europe the imbecile fashion of gaping with horror 
at Russia as ‘the ogre of the nineteenth century’. Such was her 
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bitter reward for all she had endured in raising her Western 
neighbours from their downfall, for lier valiant efforts ‘to re¬ 
place Europe on her former pedestal’. ‘There is no need for me 
to plead in defence of Russia’, Tyutclicv concluded in j)roud 
disdain; ‘her most reliable defender is History itself. All the 
trials suffered by Russia in the last three centuries History has 
irrevocably decided in her fa\'our!’^ 

Tyutchev’s impassioned argument successfully pricks the 
bubble of pan-German pretensions, without convincing us that 
his country is therefore predestined to rule Europe more bene¬ 
ficially than Germany could. Rather, it looked as if the Russian 
government, with its German dynasty, Germanized officialdom 
and Prussian administrative methods, would continue to incor¬ 
porate within its system a multitude of German defects. His 
criticisms of the Austrian Empire, wliich he aptly called ‘an 
Achilles with heels cverywdiere’, have sometimes a harsh but 
unadmitted relevance to his own country. ‘Through licr and in 
her, the German race feels the power to crush, exploit to its 
own advantage, and, even more in a moral than in a political 
sense, to reduce to nullity the two other gn^at European races, 
the Latins in Italy, and the Slavs wherever they may be found. 
It seems absurd and laughable that people who lor a thousand 
years proved so conspicuously unsuccessful in organizing their 
own affairs should be so possessed by the passion for dominating 
others.’2 Tyutchev felt sure tjiat Western hatred and dread of 
Russia would sooner or later lead to ‘a second Punic War of the 
West*. That war would finally decide whether the most 
numerous of the three main European races, after having lost 
in the struggle against the other two for so long, was destined 
or not to be crushed by them, to lose its historical autonomy 
and to cease to be anything except ‘a huge? corpse with a 
borrowed soul’. 

Tyutchev’s next major political essay, Russia and Revolution 
(1848), widened the scope of Russia and Germany^ by dividing the 
whole world into the two rival camps whicli its title indicates. 
In its forecast of implacable hostility between two major groups 
of Powders, the essay is prophetic. Only more recently the roles 
seem to have been reversed. Russia (in the eyes of Ijer new 
leaders) stands for the borrowed principle of revolution, 

^ F. Tyutchev: Stikhotvoreniya^ P- Moscow, 19471. 

“ Ibid.^ p. 29(3. 
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discarded by the leaders of the West, while Europe, or Western 
Union, appears to have taken up the anti-revolutionary banner 
of Tyutchev’s aspiring Empire—but on the whole without its 
ambiguous Christian faith, its iron discipline or far-reaching 
territor^l ambitions. And what w’^as for Tyutchev a spiritual 
duel, fought to the death for straightforward vital principles, 
has today cooled down and turned more visibly into a clash 
of power politics, of astute calculations in gaining economic 
advantage, thinly disguised by moral or economic slogans 
which fewer people take at their face value. 

Tyutchev's words glow with the fire of conviction: ‘Already 
in Europe there exist only two powers, Russia and Revolution. 

. . . Between them no negotiations, no treaties arc possible. The 
existence of one of them alone is equivalent to the death of the 
other. On the result of that struggle now opening between them 
depends for many centuries to come the political and religious 
future of mankind. 

‘Russia is above all the Christian Empire. The Russian people 
are Cliiistian not only in their Orthodox fiiith, but especially by 
virtue of a quality even more intimate than Faith—I mean that 
faculty of self-renunciation and sacrifice which is the very core 
of their moral nature. 

‘The Revolution is above all anti-Christian . . . the human 
ego referring to itself alone, recognising and accepting no duty 
beyond its own personal pleasure^ the ego, in a word, substitu¬ 
ting itself for God—that is not a new thing in history, but what 
is new is the absolutism of the human ego erected into a political 
and social right. . . . That novelty in 1789 was called the 
French Revolution. Since then, through all its external trans¬ 
formations the Revolution has remained true to its essential 
nature, and perhaps it has never felt so intensely anti-Christian 
as at the present moment, when it has adopted the Christian 
motto of “brotherhood”. . . . Instead of a brotherhood 
preached and accepted in God’s name, it claims to establish 
a brotherhood imposed by terror of the “sovereign people”. 
. . . There is not a single human desire or need in our con¬ 
temporary society, however sincere or legitimate it may be, 
which the Revolution docs not capture and convert into a 
lie. . . . 

Ts it surprising that the West hates Russia, is ready to start a 
crusade against her—a crusade which was always the cherished 
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dream of revolution? . . . But the West is vanishing, every¬ 
thing will fall and perish in that widespread conflagration— 
the Europe of Charlemagne and the Europe of the 1815 
Treaties, the Roman Papacy and all the Western Kingdoms, 
Catholics and Protestants, faith long ago exhausted and reason 
carried to a senseless extreme. Law and order will become un¬ 
thinkable, freedom no longer possible, and over all these ruins 
prepared by her own actions. Western civilization will commit 
suicide. And when, over that vast shipw'reck, we see that still 
vaster Empire floating like a sacred ark, then who will dare to 
doubt the Russian mission? Will we, her children, show our¬ 
selves poor in faith or paltry in spirit?' [Russia and Revolution^ 
1848.) 

Tlie 1848 rev olutions inspired this cri dc coeur. At that time the 
Russian Empire towered like a giant in solitary strength^ and 
like an impregnable cliff withstood alone the waves of rcv olu- 
tion that swept through a Europe of toppling thrones. So Tyut¬ 
chev pictured her in his triumphant poem ‘The Sea and the 
Cliff’ (1848). But a few years later came the Crimean War. The 
granite cliff began to crumble. Only the blind could fail to see 
that governmental Russia had in fact lost all sense and feeling of 
her v^aunted historic rnkssion. Tyutchev ruefully admitted that his 
hopes were dashed. ‘Will those dry bones come to life?* Could 
God’s breath revive them, ‘the breath of a storm?’, he asked in 
one of his most disconsolate poems. 

Yet since the Holy Alliance, and the majestic solidarity of 
European culture which it claimed to stand for, had collapsed 
before his eyes, Tyutchev believed more firmly than before that 
Western Europe was disintegrating. His injured patriotic 
pride found relief in even stronger moral (Condemnation of a 
West, victorious in arms and incontestably superior to Russia in 
material progress. ‘Every blasphemous brain, every atheistic 
nation, has risen from the depths of the kingdom of darkness in 
the name of light and freedom’, he wrote about Russia’s enemies 
in the Crimean War. Nor had he any illusions about the kindly 
intentions expressed by the liberal Western politicians: ‘I’he 
more liberal they sounci, the baser they are; civilization is their 
fetish, but they have lost the key to its idea.’ 

Where Tyutchev saw most clearly the writing on the wall was 
in the latest European perversions of religion. His remarkable 
essay, ‘The Papacy and the Roman Question’ [Revue des Deux 
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Monties^ pays equal attention to tlie decline of genuine 

religious faith and to the infectious popularity of its misleading 
substitutes. He indicated that the organized brute force of 
Rome, deprived of* its original spiritual virtue, might conquer 
in the eijid. ‘Meanwhile Protestantism with its numerous rami¬ 
fications, after having functioned for barely three centuries, is 
dying of senile decrepitude in all the countries where it reigned 
till now—with the solitary exception of England, and there its 
few remaining signs of life aspire to rejoin Rome. . . . 

‘We know the feticliism of the VW\st, which clings to all forms, 
formulae and political mechanisms. This felichism has become the 
last religion of the West, But only those with eyes blindfolded 
against evidence can suppose that the liberal or scrmi-liberal 
institutions imposed on tin; Pope will, in the present state of 
affairs in Europe, Italy and Rome, remain for long in the hands 
of moderate, balanced, temperate opinion.'. . . Soon tlicy would 
turn into a battering-ram, not only against the temporal power 
of the Pope, but against the very foundations of* religion. Such a 
result was ifie\ ilablc, because the human ego, delivered to itself, 
becomes passionately anti-Christian. ‘What is the so\ ereignty of 
the people except the human ego multiplied by numbers, i,€. 
relying on violenc e? That is the great nox elty which the French 
Revolution brought into the world. For the first time a political 
society accepted to rule over it a state divorced from any super¬ 
human sanctions, a state which admitted it had no soul, or if 
it had, a non-religious one. . . . But we know very well their 
so-called neutrality in religious matters is not a sincere com¬ 
ponent of revolutionaries. ... If that hypocritical neutrality 
were to acquire a sense, if it could grow into something better 
than a lie and a trap, the modern state would consent to re¬ 
linquish all moral authority, and resign itself to being a simple 
police institution for enforcing the law, a mere material fact. 

. . . But tlic modern state docs not proscribe state religions 
only because it has produced its own, and that religion is 
revolution!’ How can so-called liberal opinion, Tyutchev con¬ 
cludes, ppdc itself on being so eminently reasonable and be so 
blind? How can liberals fail to see that institutions, once they 
have been wilfully deprived of the soul which gave them life, 
turn into nothing more than a dead encumbrance? 

Because he ridiculed attempts to make the Papacy ‘constitu¬ 
tional’, it would be wrong to infer that Tyutchev cherished any 




138 PIONEERS or RUSSIAN SOCIAL THOUGHT 

sympathy for the Ciatliolic Church as a bulwark of religion in 
a chaotic world. On the contrary (and in this he forestalled 
Dostoewsky) he vehemently loathed Catholicism, and he seems 
to have sincerely believed that the ambition and crookedness of 
Rome were largely responsible for Europe’s spiritual .decline. 
Certainly the curbing of the Pope’s temporal power and fiscal 
privileges since 1848 had done nothing to decrease his spiritual 
claims. The famous Encyclical of Pope Pius IX, condemning 
the free exercise of individual conscience as one of the several 
‘errors of the age’ (November 1864), roused Tyutchev to a fury 
of denunciation: 

Still more terrible and merciless 

In our time—the day of God's judgement, 

Will punishment overtake the false Vicar of Christ 
In apostate Rome. 

Throughout the centuries much was forgiven him. 
Crooked reasoning, blackest crimes, 

But God’s truth will not forgive 
His latest censure . . . 

(December, 1864.) 

His increasingly cynical view of Russian political relations 
with the West was the consequence, not the cause, of Tyutchev’s 
profound moral opposition to a sworn enemy. ‘The only natural 
Russian policy towards the Western Powers—is not an alliance 
with one or the other, but a deliberate disruption and division of 
them all; divided against each other, througli impotence, they 
may cease to be our enemies, but through conviction they never 
will !’^ Even though a sullen neutrality might occasionally give 
place to a short-lived tactical alliance with one European coun¬ 
try or another, he reminded people of Danilevsky’s trenchant 
saying that civil war in the West is Russians best ally. 

In 1858 Tyutchev was appointed President of the Committee 
on Foreign Censorship, where he started to serve as a link be¬ 
tween the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and his son-in-law, Ivan 
Aksakov, whose eloquent articles played such an important part 
in rousing Slavophil opinion and action throughout the sixties. 
He praised the veteran Foreign Minister, Prince Gorchakov, for 
bringing to bear on world affairs the spiritual power of Russia, 
for being the first statesman to turn this power into a potent 
factor in international politics. In 1870 he wrote an enthusiastic 

^ K. Pigarev: Literatumoe Naslyedstvo, No. 19, p. 206, Moscow, 1935. 
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poem to celebrate Russia’s unilateral repudiation of that clause 
in the Treaty of Paris (1856) which restricted the movements of 
Russian warships in the Black Sea. 

In his Letter about Censorship in Russia (1857), deploring the 
baleful influence of Herzen’s Bell on immature minds, he urged 
the formation of a new officially-sponsored Russian journal, 
which should counteract sedition by attempting to direct and 
guide public opinion—a duty of the state, ‘which’, he said, 
‘bears as much direct responsibility for human souls as the 
Church does’. In the same letter he rather inconsistently 
argued, ‘all the efforts of the crew will be in vain, unless the 
rising tide of nation*al life itself lifts up the vessel and sets it 
afloat’. And despite the constant activity of these later years, 
Tyutchev w-as haunted by pessimistic forebodings about his 
coufttry’s future. ‘Our days arc numbered, who can count 
what’s lost? 'The living life is now left far behind he Vvrote, 
and with an extra touch of premonition, ‘Mental debauchery, 
distortion of words, still spread, still threaten you’. Sometimes 
even the tlircatening outlook in the West seemed to him brighter 
than his gloomy native land. 

Shadow has darkened half the sky, only the West is bright willi 
moving rays. 

Linger, twilight day; prolong, prolong your enchanting spell. 

While he clung to minor cons(Jations, Tyutchev saw no civi¬ 
lized future in a Europe which had neither restored nor super¬ 
seded the guiding insight of her il^ligious-minded monarchs and 
aristocrats. For European monarchy, though it precariously 
survived, had been adulterated, vulgarized and spoiled. One by 
one he caustically summed up the motives of Europe’s principal 
rulers : the Emperor Franz Joseph, that ‘Austrian Judas’, Louis 
Philippe, ‘the shopkeeper king’, the last Napoleon, ambiguous 
heir of mighty powers, who in 1871 paid the penalty of having 
been no better than ‘a popular actor on the throne’. Towards 
the end his doubts began to tarnish even the sacred Imperial 
halo of Holy Russia. A year before his death he WTOte an enig¬ 
matic letter, appearing to welcome the maximum chaos and 
destruction in the outside w'orld, if nothing but these disasters 
could save the Russian Empire. Some Soviet critics have taken 
it to mean much more than that; they seem to think that 
^ F. Tyutchev ; Sochineniya^ p. 345, St. Petersburg, 1900. 
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Tyutrlicv, hax iiis; recognized liis error, thereby renounced his 
lifelong crusade against the anti-Christ of Revolution, and now 
looked forward to sec revolution rage through Europe and 
destroy her, in order that a strong republican Russia might 
rush into the resultant vacuum and start to lead the wTorld.^ 
‘In the present state of minds in Europe’, he wrote, ‘that 
government which takes the initiath c in making a major trans¬ 
formation, opening the repul^lican era in the European world, 
would enjoy a great advantage over all its neighbours. Dynastic 
feeling, without which monarchy cannot sur\'ive, is waning 
everywhere, and exen if sometimes an opposite moxement takes 
place, that merely delays tlie huge flood.’ This rounds off what 
he WTote in 1834. ‘If the ^Vcst were united, we should probably 
be destroyed. But there are two, the Red West and the one 
which is to be swallowed by the Red. For forty years we baxT 
held back tlie Red from his prey. But now that we stand 
ourselves on the edge of an abyss, it is the turn of the Red West 
to save us!’ 


II 

'Flic most militant and temporarily influential publicists of the 
Slavophil movement were Konstantin and Ivan Aksakox', the 
two robust sons of the famous author, Sergei Aksakov. The 
whole of Konstantin’s decidedly impulsive mode of thought 
revolves round the wcll-condvctcd family as the core and pat¬ 
tern for cx'cry larger social organization. On this basis he made 
some wise remarks about the ficcd for powerful state authority 
which held its strength in reserve, and about methods of har¬ 
monizing the more strident discords between spontaneous moral 
action and coercive ‘law’. He belonged to that happy breed of 
buoyant self-reliant indixdduals who are assailed neither by pre¬ 
liminary doubts nor subsequent disillusion. He knew no tenta¬ 
tive testing of his solid ground, no unhappy sense of preaching 
in the wilderness for infinitely distant hopes. His faith was in¬ 
born, vigorous and complete. Only when he tried to transform 
his personal convictions into a coherent national policy, he 
became naive and one-sided, a fighter for a circumscribed but 
intangible cause. 

The Aksakovs’ family background of prosperous enterprising 
country squires is akin to that of the Kireyevskys, but the former 
* See L. Grossman: Tri Sovremennika^ 11 ff'., Moscow, 1922, 
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were more urban and widely international in llicir sympathies, 
less centred in the isolated village commune and the Church. 
Sergei Aksakov’s wife was of aristocratic Turkish descent. The 
Aksakovs’ Moscow home showed all the informal geniality 
and gejeroiis abundance of an old-fashioned Russian country- 
house transferred to the metropolis. It swarmed with good- 
natured servants and a medley of* serf craftsmen. Every day the 
huge dining table was laid with places for at least twenty people, 
and streams of guests, whether invited or unexpected, were wel¬ 
comed by the hospitable family. This happy active existence 
came to an end when Sergei Aksakov died (1859). i'he devoted 
Konstantin was broken by his father’s death, and he himself 
died of grief and consumption a few months later. Foreign 
specialists called in to treat his illness gazed in helpless amaze- 
meift at this handsome giant pining away under their eyes in 
the full flower of life. 

Konstantin Aksako\' was unusually bold and persistent in his 
(?x])ression of* political heresies. This ardour earned him the 
nickname of ‘tlie Shu'ophil Belinsky’. He regarded the state in 
any and ev ery form as an evil, a necessary one within a limited 
sj^here, but pernicious and destructive of human conscience the 
moment it trespassed beyond its boundaries and abused its 
powers. Ivan Aksakov thus summed up liis brother’s teaching in 
a private letter: ‘The essence of* my brother’s attitude lies in 
this, that the Russian people arc^not politically minded, never 
rebelled to fight for political rights, but arc social people con¬ 
cerned with they' inward lives And their agricultural mode of 
existence. They aspire, not to a perfect state, but to the crea¬ 
tion of a Christian society. Consequently their ideal is higher 
than that of Western nations who believe in the state, in out¬ 
ward organization, who seek only material well-being, and 
constantly change the form of the state, forgetting that the evil 
lies not in its form, but in its very principle. . . . I’hc origin of 
government is tlic beginning of force and bondage; the origin of 
law (according to the apostle) is sin. Tlic origin of Christianity is 
liberathvi from law, inward freedom. . . . The Russian ideal is 
higher, though doubtless a thousand times harder and more im¬ 
practicable. ... In the West, the soul degenerates; its function is 
usurped by the increase of government regulations, by organiz- 
ing public welfare through a police system; law takes the place 
of conscience, regulations stifle inward impulse, even charity is 
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turned into a perfunctory mechanical business in the West/ 
(Letter to Countess Blyudov, 15 January 1862.)* 

Those in a position to judge cannot fail to be struck by some 
ominous similarity between Aksakov’s picture of what the West 
was becoming and the internal state of modern Russia ^ West¬ 
ernized by her Marxist leaders. Whereas Aksakov’s ideal of a 
more Christian society seems still an equally remote Utopia 
everywhere, his forecast about the darkening course of history in 
the West has been fulfilled more completely in the semi-Asiatic 
Empire which he so clearly warned against these perils, than in 
those European countries which first engendered them. At 
least this proves the soundness of his instinct, in so far as he 
sensed the approaching danger, and told his compatriots how to 
act while there w'as still time to fight against it. 

Aksakov saw the red warning signal ahead more clearly tiian 
he saw the road to circumvent it, and in any case his advice 
was made light of or unheeded at the time. But the fact that he 
could not prevent the worst from happening docs not detract 
from his prescience; it cannot help to explain away a hideous 
calamity as if it were the only high-road to improvement. He 
and the early Shu ophils remained obscure and without honour 
until their teacliing was degraded into political propaganda 
against th(! Turkish and Hapsburg Empires. By that time its 
avowed goal, the peaceful growth of a new Russian-Europcan 
civilization, a synthesis of all the noblest living elements in both, 
had been abandoned as an over-arduous task, at once too 
complex and too delicate for khe majority to desire or under¬ 
stand. Changing their tactics,.the crafty politicians and eloquent 
demagogues extracted from the murdered corpse of Slavo¬ 
philism a set of pan-Slav pan-Orthodox slogfins, and with this 
highly combustible fuel they lavishly fed the rising flames of 
Russian nationalism in its first Imperial phase. 

K. Aksakov exemplified most conspicuously the robust re¬ 
fusal of one clear-thinking group to succumb to that theoretical 
fever, the outcome of the universal historical fatalism with 
which Hegel and his politico-economic followers hypnqtized so 
many unstable intellectuals, No barren die-hard conservatism 
at bay drove the Slavophils to set the Russian way of life im 
Werden against the direction being taken by the modern West. 
Only because they were comdneed that Russia was following, 

^ N. Brodsky: Ranniyc Slavyanofili^ p. LIV, Moscow, igio. 
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and should continue to follow, a wiser alternative course, did 
they exert every ounce of strength to save her from drifting into 
the adjacent whirlpool of contemporary Western political 
‘progress’. 

Mor(|over, the Slavophils propounded the Russian alterna¬ 
tive not only as a sound and feasible line of development for 
their own country, but equally as one w^hich would shower 
civilizing benefits on the future world at large. In order to con¬ 
vert this idea into a driving force fit to move a historically 
minded age, a fresh interpretation of the Russian past became 
the first indispensable factor. 

To propound and convincingly publicize such an original 
interpretation was Aksalov’s principal task. He never tried to 
reconstruct a factually accurate picture of ancient Russia. A 
ma»i of cumbersome incoherent detail could only dim the pur¬ 
port of the living message. The most glaring nai\ ctc of his 
approach w'as to deduce the principal f(‘atures of tlie ancient 
Russian state from the single historically uncertain fact that their 
Varangian rulers differed substantially from ordinary con¬ 
querors, because the Russian people had freely iinitcd them to 
come. Thus Aksakov attributes fantastic significance to the 
Russian delegates’ legendary appeal to Rurik: ‘Our country 
is great and abundant, but there is no order in it; come and 
rule over us.’ 

The popular election of the first Romanov Emperor by an 
Assembly of the Land provides a sounder iiictual example to 
support Aksakov’s argument. Iniany case his underlying motive 
hardly required a multiplication of ex idcnce to prove its worth. 
He needed merely to prove its practical possibility, and that 
much he did. In attaching so much importance to the non¬ 
political psychology, one might say the political incapacity, of 
the Russian people, he brought to light its two most pregnant 
consequences—first their wisdom in handing over the invidious 
task of government to the most efficient foreigners available, but 
secondly their firm retention of all their native customs and 
institutions, of all that was not handed over. Aksakov was deter¬ 
mined to recall the social value of many traditional bodies 
which Peter’s reforms had reduced to a shadow, but which had 
flourished in pre-Petrine Rus.sia—the Veteke (an old Slav local 
Assembly), the rural commune, and the Assembly of the Land. 

He set his heart on bringing to fuller fruition that peculiarly 
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Russian relationship which seemed in those archaic times to 
link the monarch and the multitude, personifying a religious 
bond which rose above ordinary national ties and commanded 
more fervent allegiance than any law. Only because the Rus¬ 
sian temperament is so averse to political entanglements—and 
hence so free from political hypocrisy and its resultant cynicism 
—can Russians still treat government as a sacred trust, handed 
over with confidence to responsible individuals. For the same 
reason the moment tlieir trust is betrayed and their moral 
indignation stirred, they can rebel against the government 
furiously. Tlie Russian peasant will always hate and distrust 
administrative machinery the moment it interferes with liis 
cherished local independence. He is associational only on tlie 
level of the family and the mir. He continues to rcx crc the Tsar 
so long as tlie 'J sar is his Protector and retains liis absalute 
authority to override the whole administration, should he 
think fit to do so. The Tsar and his appointed Ministers cannot 
shirk direct responsibility by delegating it to a network of 
committees and public representatives. Thus Autocracy, held as 
a sacred personal trust, far from degenerating into a ‘totali¬ 
tarian’ state, becomes the ultimate safeguard against despotic 
self-important officials and inhuman laws. Indeed it w-ould be 
fatal to national morale if the Tsar were either identified with 
the administrative machine or overpowered by it. His function 
must be to stand above it atid apart from it, with power to 
intervene on appropriate occasions, like Jupiter launching a 
thunderbolt from heaven. < 

Such is Aksakov’s view of government in the best Russian style. 
He expressly refutes the familiar Westernizers’ charge that his 
defence of autocracy and his passion for ancient Russian institu¬ 
tions revealed him to be nothing better than a reactionary 
renegade. ‘We often hear the Slavophils accused of wanting to 
go backwards instead of forwards’, he wrote in the journal 
Molva (1857). ‘This accusation is unjust. The Slavophils believe 
we should go back, not to the ancient state of Russia (that would 
mean fossilization and stagnation) but to the rightful rojad along 
which Russia was travelling (that means movement). Where 
there is movement, w'here there is a road, that movement is 
forwards! The phrase “go back” is senseless.’ 

His almost childish idolization of the Russian past was re¬ 
freshingly free from any trace of racial pride or lust for power; 
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as a plea It) preserve orgaiiie continuiiy ii fitted into liis plan of 
action for the Russian future. He found tlie most indispensable 
and \’ital link in pr(\ser\ini^ mutual confidence' between rulers 
and people, together with mutual r(\spcct for each other’s 
limited tfiinctions-an ideal which flatly contradie terd the latest 
Western trend of comjmlsory regimentation by the state. The 
latter bred a negative reliance on obedience to laws and con¬ 
tracts, backed by force; thcrcfbie it sapped tlie positive con¬ 
fidence and faith wliich ought to inspire and stabilize ndations 
between the 'land’ and the Tsar. 'Laws do not demand sin¬ 
cerity, cannot secure that a man’s actions Jiarmonize with his 
conscience. They demand only that ac tions should be or not be 
of a certain kind. I’hc legal formula c:ann()l possibly be com¬ 
prehensive, and being compulsory, imposed from outside, it 
losespthat most potent \ irlue, the power oJ'inward conv iction 
and free acknowledgement of truth. Laws also lull the human 
being, so prone to laziness, soothe him and rescue him from 
the need for personal exertion and inward moral revival. . . . 
That way olT(*gal conlbrmity, ol inore and more government, 
is the way people have folUnved in the West.’* 

Aksakov had grown up on tlu^ fertih' and prosperous family 
estate in the Orenburg provim e^. No doubt idyllic memoric'S of 
childhood in this delightful countryside implanted in him his 
lasting devotion to the Russian peasant at his best; hence, tof), 
his generous but childishly optimistic v iew of human nature. He 
never faced the familiar psychological yjroblem that conscience 
tells difl'crent things to difl'erePit f)eople, or of what to do 
with people who remain deaf to any call of conscience. That 
call was to() self-evident for him to doubt that others heard 
it as insistently a.% he did. Or perhaps he took for granted 
that the spur of hunger would alwav s pi ick sharply enough in 
Russia to prevent the human will from being paralysed by 
apathy. 

All thinking Russians hoped, and many believed, that 
Alexander II would o|^en a new and brigJitcr era in Russian 
history, rfhe C’rimean War, followed by the death of Nicolas I, 
had spelt the collapse of a rigid regime, In 1855 K. Aksakov' 
wrote to his successor, Alexander II, an eloquent memorandum 
entitled The Inner Slate of Russia. This contained a brief diag¬ 
nosis, followed by the most practical advice that the Slavophils 
* N. Brodsky: Rewulyt HlavjanvJiH, j). LI, Moscow, 1910. 
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could offer to the new sovereign. But the government considered 
it too dangerously frank to be published, so that it did not sec 
the light of day till 1881 {Rus\ Nos. 26, 27). The document 
starts by re-asserting one of the most persistent Slavophil tenets: 
the Russian people as a whole have never wanted or punued the 
exercise of political power and ruling rights. But this is iar from 
meaning that they are natural slaves, weaklings, or broken 
victims of tyranny. When Pogodin wrote in the first issue of the 
new Moskvityanin that Russians had nex^er been fierce aggres¬ 
sive conquerors like Europeans, but had shown throughout their 
history how indifi'erent they were to politics, how meekly 
obedient to their rulers, Aksakov protested that, on the contrary, 
Russians had always proved to be brax c and tenacious fighters, 
throughout the duration of the Mongol yoke and again in 
1612 and 1812. Although they shunned politic al initiativoj the 
people’s courage constantly rose to the occasion. Their appeal 
to the foreign Varangians brought Rurik to rule over them, and 
in 1613, after rescuing Moscow from the intolerable Poles, the 
people, left without a ruler, freely elected a new Tsar to fill the 
gap. 

Even when popular rebellions broke out, they never sought 
to win political rights or change the form of government, rather 
than its personnel. Pugachev, Icadc^r of the most formidable 
peasant revolt (1773) demanded the abolition of serfdom, pos¬ 
session of the land xvitliout rept, and punishment of'^malefactor 
landowners and bribe-taking officials’. But he claimed to be the 
rightful Tsar, Peter III (who had in fact been secretly murdered). 
The people wanted from their rulers no more tiian protection of 
their spiritual freedom and peaceful well-being. 'I'heir delibe¬ 
rate political restraint, Aksakov argued, proyes their instinctive 
wisdom, for had they aimed at political rule for themselves they 
would be torn and distracted from their more important 
personal tasks by meddling with the gunpowder of state-power. 

State-power must remain unlimited and monarchical, since 
every other form would involve interference by the people, 
which for their own sake is undesirable, because participation in 
government would corrupt them and destroy their peace of 
mind. On the other hand, while government can and must 
preserve society, it must never meddle with the people’s chosen 
mode of life, though it should set them a worthy example. The 
Russian people, for their part, recognizing their government 
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to be well-intentioned, with a legitimate need for unlimited 
powers, voluntarily and consciously recognize it also as a 
'power of this world’, far from perfect, truly a necessary evil. 
'Their attitude to government and the state is therefore soberly 
matter-ilf-fact, without being cynical, for it does not expect too 
much ahd is thankful for small mercies. It is the exact reverse 
of the political attitude prevailing in Western Europe, where 
people, having lost faith in themselves, cither find a wretched 
substitute faith in the chimera of a perfect state, or arc swept 
off their balance by the crazy ambitions and false promises of 
popular agitators. 

Autocracy can be at least as representative as elected govern¬ 
ment, pro\'idcd that it takes the best advice. Therefore Aksakov 
urges a re\’ival of the Zfmskie Sobory, ‘Our wise Tsars recognized 
that^with a sincere and reasonable desire for the happiness and 
well-being of the people, it was essential to know and sometimes 
to ascertain its opinions. Therefore tliey often called together an 
Assembly of tlie Land, composed of elected representatives of 
all classes in Russia. Their recommendations to the Tsar always 
took the following form, 'This is our ad\'ice, but act as you 
think best.’ 

But Peter the Great tore asunder the ancient links between 
Tsar and people, already worn thin by earlier abuse. His 
‘revolution’ was a living proof of how much harm the most 
gifted autocrat can do when he works without spiritual associa¬ 
tion with his people and treats them as an architect uses bricks. 
Peter used his titanic strength to»dcstroy his subjects’ national 
customs. He cvcn*forbadc them to wear their traditional dress. 
He built a foreign capital with a German name, and filled it 
with foreign official's. Tn place of the former natural alliance 
between them, there pressed down tlie heavy yoke of the Tsar 
over his people. The Russian land became like a conquered 
land, and the government a rule of conquest. In this way the 
Russian autocrat acquired the invidious title of ‘despot’, and 
his free subject people turned into slaves tied to their land. Only 
then, for,the first time, a striving to seize political power 
arose in certain classes torn away from the pattern of national 
life, principally among the nobility, and in the form of revolu¬ 
tionary conspiracies. But all this time the masses of the people 
were calm. ‘The shaved beard and the German costume re¬ 
belled, but when did the Russian beard and the Kaftan rebel? 
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So long as the Russian people remain Russian, inward peace 
and security of government are guaranteed.’ 

The crow ning distortion of formerly healthy social relations 
is another baleful result of Peters handiwork. Instead cf being 
personally respected and loved as before, the 'Tsar iVas been 
transformed into a remote tyrant, who is ('ither idolized or 
feared. The people’s honest rcpresenlalixes no longer ha\’c 
access to him. Cringing flattery surrounds the Tsar, and strives 
to hide from him the immense internal corruption of Russia. 
‘Now^ the people no longer trust tlu' government, and the 
government does not trust the people. . . . 'This sinister system, 
if it continues, will turn men into beasts, w ho submit to force 
without thought or corn iction. Their minds will grow blunted, 
and their feelings increasingly brutalized. Dej)rived of’ moral 
freedom, they will degenerate* into soulless creatures, cynical 
and sly, stealing and swindling w'here\ er they get the chance.’^ 

There w-as still time to avert the culmination of this national 
calamity, Aksakov concluded. The government had tresspassed 
far beyemd its rightful allotted boundaries. Fools had rushed in 
where angels feared to tread. 'Fhe're* lay the root e)r the c\il. 
Insterad of pettily j)retending te> be infallible, let the govern¬ 
ment generously admit its crre)rs and promptly start to make 
amends; let the new 1 sar, with his virgin mind and will, uncon- 
taminated by degrading compromises or bitter experience of 
rule, inspire again respect and aw^e in his long-suffering subjects. 


. Ill 

Ivan Aksakov (1823 i88G), like his brother Konstantin, drank 
in th(! Slavophil faith with his mother’s millw A man of immense 
energy and resourceful mind, he carried the initial impulse of 
Slavophilism unimpaired into the depressing reign of Alexander 
III. After his brother and Khomyakov both died, genuine Slavo¬ 
phil thought began to peter out in formal academic side-issues 
or piin'cd-up Chauvinist adaptations. Ivan Aksakov rescued 
it, and raising political journalism in Russia to Herzen’s level, 
he entered into a tireless fight against the sterile obstinacy of 
the official conservatives, and .simultaneously against the rising 
tide of Western revolutionary frenzy. Mystic nationalism and 
irresponsible economic laissez-faire were the two prevailing 
^ Memorandum to Alexander II (1855): pub. Rus\ Nos, 26, 27, 1881. 
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polilical tendencies ol' tlie period. As cliicf publicist Ibr the 
liberation of th(' Balkan Slavs, lie felt unconsciously drawn 
towards the i'ormcr, but he warned against its pitfalls; he 
expounded the perils of' the latter more convincingly in his 
attacks \m liberal politicians. In an age of embittered party 
strife, he was one of tlic few Russian public men respected by 
his opponents. 

Together witli a share of his father’s power of obscrx'ation, 
and much of his l)rolher’s broad philosophic detaclimcnt, he 
combined a rare gift for disinterested action in public affairs. 
He thus devc:loped a versatile ability which in Europe would 
have brought liim into the front rank of statesmen. In Russia 
this w as too much lo expect. After a legal training, followed by a 
period of apprenticeship in government service, Aksako\’ found 
liis mixed vocation as a publicist, leader-wTiter on social, politi¬ 
cal and international themes, director of* a Moscow bank, and, 
ill the seventies, the mox ing spirit of the Slav Committee. 

From 1850 till his death he persevi ringly edited one periodi¬ 
cal after another, despite preposterous interference from the 
censors. In ]8f)() he wrote, rather pathetically: ‘Not a single 
Westernizer or Russian Socialist is so terrifying to llie goxern- 
ment as a Moscow' Slaxophil; no one else is sul)jected to such 
persecution.’^ His weekly Farus (1858) took a pioneering .step. 
It started a separate Slavonic section, featuring special contri¬ 
butions from Czech, Serb and •Polish correspondents. This 
policy roused three separate government departments to fury— 
the Ministries of Public instruetton and Foreign Affairs, and 
the Third Section. Parus w^as banned after the second issue. His 
daily AIoscow, in the twenty-two months of its harassed and pre¬ 
carious existence, x^as officially rebuked nine times and banned 
three times. Pc'rhaps the most successful and solidly educational 
of his journalistic ventures was the wxekly Den' (1861-1865), 
which stoutly defended peasant interests in the many irritat¬ 
ing problems arising out of the complicated agrarian reforms. 
Hus' (1880-1886) w'as Aksakov's sw^ansong, and it contained a 
number of mature and powrerful articles.- 

By dint of his tenacious business-like efficiency, harnessed to 

' Bi’odsky: Ranniyc SlawmoJUi^ p. 129. 

^ Ivan Aksakov’s scat tend articlc^s anti .speeches were first collected and 
arranged in book form in the seven-volume edition of his works published 
in Moscow between 1886 and 1891. 
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his rapid flair for detecting tlie most important issues of the 
moment, Aksakov first turned the Slavophil movement into a 
part of the normal working capital of Russian thought. He 
diligently sifted and elaborated all the viable implications of the 
rich but rather esoteric legacy, bequeathed by his broiher and 
Khomyakov. Both had maintained that tlie Russian people 
are essentially social-minded but resolutely a-political— i,e, 
not wanting or needing for themselves the regular exercise of 
governmental power. Aksakov enlarged the logical conclusion 
of this premise, that the centre of gravity lay in the autonomous 
vitality of society, and not at all in the organization of the state. 
His brother had written: ‘We do not need worldly success, we 
do not want it. Successful officials cannot represent the nation, 
they only represent the government; and what kind of*civiliza¬ 
tion can be fabricated out of any government monopoly?’ 
Ivan carried this basic motive a stage further, starting as usual 
from the burning question of Peter’s reforms, that inescapable 
symbol of the widening rift between goMTnment, society and 
the common people. 

He shared the view of several intelligent Slavophils that 
Peter’s persistent blows had provoked a \’iolent but indis¬ 
pensable national awakening, but these were only a crude be¬ 
ginning, a temporary governmental means of dragging Russians 
out on a broader road which led to a freer social end, ‘We do not 
deny the redeeming effect w'hich the Petersburg period of our 
history has had and still has on the internal development of 
Russia.’. . . ‘But w'oe if the tree turns to bark,^ if the bark, w^hilc 
increasing the volume of the trunk, begins to absorb all the vital 
juices of the tree and starves the core! Peter paid attention to 
the bark, to the outside defences, but the strength of the tree is 
not there. Is the core healthy?’ 

Aksakov finds that ‘core’ in society, by which he does not 
mean either an amorphous network of functional groups, or any 
kind of organized public opinion, and he takes more trouble 
than his predecessors to define what he does mean by that cruelly 
overworked word. ‘Society, in our opinion, is that medium in 
which is shaped the conscious mental activity of a people, aris¬ 
ing out of its whole spiritual strength ; society alone can save the 
people and stop the diseased overgrowth of the state. Has it any 
external political organization? No, and it can never have one. 
It is neither a class, nor a trade union, nor a corporation, nor a 
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clique, nor any other specific institutional organization of 
people. The strength of society is a moral strength, expressed 
through ‘public opinion\ But society can consist only of edu¬ 
cated people—or rather, people belonging to all classes and 
occupations united to each other by that level of culture which 
makes social communion possible. This alone raises the com¬ 
mon people to a knowledge of their own spiritual goal. It 
mediates between tliem and the government. 

Society is none the less liable to be infected by the govern¬ 
mental disease which kills its spontaneity and its social character. 
Nothing is more dangerous and injurious to it than the political 
prejudices by wliich our publicists are so readily carried away. 
We do not speak of their political criticism which is a social 
right, but of their obsession with legal compulsion, with rigid 
conwjiition and organized conformity. . . . The state must 
be kept apart from the life of the common people and of 
society; it should stay strictly within those necessary but 
modest limits, demanded by the spiritual activity of society 
itself. . . . 

Classes may change or disappear. There may or may not be 
an aristocracy. Society need not disintegrate on that account, 
because its virtue does not spring from one ( lass or another, 
but from the sum-total of the genuine culture penetrating all 
clas.scs. The fewer the classes arc, and the few(T the barriers 
separating one class from anothc'r, the easier it is for them 
to co-operate. . . 

Without society, or when society is crushed, government 
S(.^oner or later iJctrays a fatal instability. The people become 
impotent and apathetic, yet the government cannot do without 
popular support tc^justify its own actions. Macaulay said that 
when English history fringed on the danger of parliament turn¬ 
ing into despotic rule, society, not parliament, saved the country 
by setting limits to the powers of government. 

Society by virtue of its intrinsic nature is bound to be pro¬ 
gressive, for it represents the common people in their striving to 
advance,, though certainly not in that vulgar political sense in 
which the terms ‘progrc.ssi\'c’ and ‘conservative’ have been 
borrowed from the West. ‘For us those terms arc meaningless, 
and when they arc transplanted into Russian life they can only 
aggravate the confusion and ignorance from which w e already 
suffer enough. Conservative means only w'hat preserves national 
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charac ter (i.e. what really lives or is capable of life) and only 
what has character (and is therefore conser\’ati\T) can possibly 
be progressive,'^ 

Fc^r a Slax'ophil to be capable of constructively criticizing 
both his own country and the West, he had to feel at Once too 
basically Russian e\'er to turn into a cosmopolitan European 
and too sympathetically Europcnui to be able tc3 renounce the 
bc*st of Western civilization. It is striking that precisely the most 
Europeanized of Russian thinkcTS, like Tyutchev and Herzen, 
turned later into the most passionate' and persuasiv e Slavophils. 
Yet their consciousness of their organic* links with their own 
people and traditions, tlieir manner of‘ formulating Russian 
national character, th(' terms in wliich they criticized the 
modern West, reproacliing it with one-sided rationalism, sterile 
and sterilizing preoccupation wdth machinery and abstract-for¬ 
mulae—sometimes a just reproach—all showed how thoroughly 
they had assimilated Westc'rn thought. Ivan Aksakov Ibllowed a 
similar course. His ideal was 'to stand on the pinnacle of 
European civiliz«ition and yet remain Russian, faithful to my 
Emperor and jteople, without renouncing the special historical 
development of the Russian Empire and the difficult tasks 
which it imposes on us.’ Difficult enough for strong-minded 
outstanding leaders! How much more so for av erage members 
of Russian society, hazily educated on cosmopolitan lines, still 
unable to disentangle the u^idcrlying virtues from the more 
flashy and K'mpting v ices of the West, lacking self-confidence, 
and tliercforc alternately fawning on Europe and cursing her, 
and indiscriminately embracing cheap slogans and trite political 
generalizations as the ‘last word of science’ from the West. 

‘The despotism of theory ov er life is the most abominable of 
all despotisms,’ Aksakov proclaimed. Tt becomes most bitter 
and horrible when the theory of freedom, armed with the axe 
of the state, puts on the cap of the Jacobin instead of a monarch’s 
crown or the lielmet of a feudal lord^. . . . We arc too poor in 
social crcativencss, but too rich in educated and well-inten¬ 
tioned officials. Our national life is for these people a tabula 
rasa on which they think they can write whatever their theories 
demand.’ The most deceptive fatjade is that of liberalism. 
Respect for the people means nothing to liberals. Their eyes 

* I. Aksakov: Sochineniya, vol. 2, pp. 46-55. 

Ibid,, vol. 2, p. 264. 
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arc still fixed on the example and experience of the West. 
They fail to see that England’s vital strength lies in her society 
and not in her more recent political organization. As for 
France, whether republic, Empire, or constitutional monarchy, 
she renmins the same embodiment of statedom, centralized dcs- 
potism.®‘The French Republic revealed that hideous tyranny 
which results when “freedom” and “the people” put on 
the royal purple! The infatuation bred by theory, allied with 
bureaucratic ])owcr, and helped by tiie apathy of society, that 
is a temptation hard to resist!’ Russian society would soon 
learn to see how under the masks ol* democracy and liberalism 
there lie concealed a lust for despotic power and an impudent 
contempt lor the Russian people, their spirit, n^ason and will. 

France provides an obvious example', but surely the last cx- 
am|jje to imitate. ‘Her history enables us to see what can happen 
to a kingdom of “intelligence”, naked, abandoning the historical 
and earthly human being, eternally carried away by tlie latest 
human tlicorics and armed with the crippling weapons of admin¬ 
istrative power. A kingdom of anarchy, where parties fight for 
power and for nothing but power, inflicting monstrous tyrannies 
in the name of the most liberal democratic slogans in the w orld, 
and thus holding down a mute and morally stunned people.’ 

Starry-eyed Russian intellectuals in their turn had swallow-ed 
the imported slogans of ‘democracy’, ‘freedom’, and ‘equality’, 
without ejuestioning either w'hat ^licy could mean in a Russian 
context or what havoc they had already wrought in Pairopc. ‘That 
word, democracy, is only comprdicnsible in a live sense when it 
is opposed to aristocracy, but in giir mode of life and history 
there is no place for it’, Aksakov boldly affirmed. In the W^est 
it means the erection of the .social ideas of the low^er classes into a 
political principle; in other wwds, an attempt to transfer poli¬ 
tical power to the common people, in fact to bring all classes of 
society down to the lc\'el of the lowest class. Such it is in theory. 
In practice democracy has proved to be nothing but the claim 
of ‘democrats’ to take the place of ‘aristocrats’. In its essence 
democracy is the crudest worship of the governmental principle, 
of material coercive and conventional power, together with a 
blindly ambitious striving to inject this principle into the spiri¬ 
tual life of the common people. 

‘For us this word has no living political sense, and is nothing 
but a misapplied expression of sympathy with the masses. How 

L 
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perverse to call the Russian peasant a democrat, infected with 
the cra\'ing to rule, when he in c\ cry way shuns political respon¬ 
sibilities, and struggles to prcscr\*c his free agricultural organi¬ 
zation from the incursions of the slate. If the whole people Uirns 
into a government, there is no people left, and coercive Jaw will 
drive out conscience.’ 

‘Democracy in the West emerges from a past conditioning 
background. It has a legal and historical sense expressing the 
enmity and struggle between enslaved conquered people and 
their aristocratic conquerors. . . . Actual equality in the West 
is nothing but external equality before the law, and it co-exists 
with a seething internal rivalry and dissension. But the equality 
of which Western socialists dream is a barrack-like one, a mono¬ 
tonous regimental drill imposed and supervised by the autho¬ 
rities. Russians and other Slav peoples, especially Orthqdox 
ones (who, unfortunately, have prestax ed this prin(*ipl(! better 
than in Russia) cannot conceive equality in this way. They 
know' something higher than that democratic equality of w'hich 
Western Utopians dream; they cherish brotherhood, that 
religious principle of equality w'hicli allows different profes¬ 
sions, positions and fortunes to exist freely and legally side by 
side. . . 

Of course fraternite business, as a political stunt, w^as origi¬ 
nally more French than Russian, and Aksakov, in adopting it, 
was merely lagging behind Proudhon, wl)0 emphatically ob¬ 
jected that if the w'holc w'orld w as his brother, then he had no 
brother. Since the abuse of* the idea has so effectively crushed 
the feeling, it sounds ridiculous, or hypocritical today to talk 
about the sentiment of brotherhood as if it were a real motive 
force in social life, let alone in international relations. Phrases 
so hackneyed and debased have acquired an ironic sense wliich 
bans them from honest and civilized language, except as a 
fagon de parler. But the rather odd, though sincere, Slavophil 
presumption that Russians are more brotherly by nature than 
Europeans, attempted to prove that they were to an ascertain¬ 
able degree less class-conscious, less brutally egoistic, and there¬ 
fore less at daggers drawm against each other. The Slavophils 
seem to have derived this self-gratifying comparison more from 
a gloss on Guizot’s writings than from close personal observa¬ 
tion of their compatriots. According to Guizot, the social 
^ I. Aksakov: Sochineniya, vol. a, pp. 87-88. 
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structure of all West European states had been moulded by 
three main historical constituents, which they held in common 
—the pagan heritage of Roman law, the Roman Church 
(whose effective Christianity was tainted by inheriting the 
world-^^idc material ambitions of the Roman Empire), and a 
constrafhed stratification into rival social classes. The latter 
was tlie work of foreign conquerors who, having first subdued 
the natixe populations, then perpetuated a ruthless struggle for 
position and power between rulers and subject peoples. 

This triple formula captivated many Slavophils, who hardly 
worried about its exact \ alidity (thougli some, like Khomyakov 
and even K. Aksakov, admitted that Russian rulers had 
managed to enslave their subj(*cts as successfully as foreign 
conquerors had done elsewhere). They wishfully interpreted it 
to niC'an that the three historical constituents, instead of fusing, 
had grown into self-destructive contradictions, from which 
Russia alone was mercifully absolved by Providence. It thus 
provided them with one of those deceptively simple historical 
deductions, whose gross artificiality—despite a grain of truth— 
soon becomes so obvious in application that a mere theoretical 
refutation sounds too frivolous. Indeed a short step from this 
inadequate formula led on to the Marxian historical analysis 
in terms of economic class-warfare, and thence to the Russian 
interpretation of it as a European class-war under Russian 
leadership. But it should be ren^embered that the Slavophils 
applied the Guizot formula exclusively to Western European 
states, and in order to demonstrate how essentially different^ 
and more pacific, Russian development had been, and must 
continue to be. 

Be that as it ma^ Aksakov was even less concerned with the 
scientific accuracy of his conception, than were his friends, the 
more antiquarian-minded Slavophils. He extracted from recent 
history what seemed to him the tw'o most vital contemporary 
facts—that Russia and Europe had grown into separate and 
spiritually antagonistic worlds, and that Russia was moving 
closer to ^he European orbit at a moment when the European 
example seemed least encouraging to follow. What should his 
country’s plan of action be? Only short-sighted people, dazzled 
by the onrush of material prosperity in the West, could fail to 
see that it was being won at the cost of an accelerating mental 
instability and coarseness of moral fibre. Was it not high time 
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for Russia to sto]) cringing to siicli a brutalized unbalanced 
West? 

In the first place*, sirickcn by fear of Russian strength and by 
hatred of Russian originality, the leading European countries 
were themselves straining every nerve to undermine tl/e integ¬ 
rity and national character of their sole surviving rival. ‘What- 
e\’cr servic(\s \vc render to the West, we art* not believed, W(' are 
not respected, we are C()unted deceivers, hypocrites, not fellow 
Europeans with equal rights. We remain for them barbarians as 
before, unwanted guests at a stranger's feast, illegitimate chil¬ 
dren of civilization, with no share in the heritage of the cultured 
world—upstarts, parxemis, plcb<*ians. Not even plebeians, but 
a race of outcasts, to whom llie laws of justice, the demands 
of natural humanity cannot be cxt(*nde(l. ... It would be 
futile for us to console ourselves with the tlioiight that Eimivpc's 
attitude to us proceeds from ignorance* or niisundcrstanding, to 
waste our energy and money on enlightening her by spreading 
a true knowledge of Russia, etc. Wlu'ii it is a question of 
Russia, Europe looks without seeing, listens without hearing. 
She does not want to understand or know us.’^ In her relations 
with Russia she abandons every principle on which she prides 
herself in dealing with others. 

Furthermore, Aksakov asked, what can Russia gain by con¬ 
tinuing to borrow Western institutions and Western methods 
when they have so clearly (Regenerated in tlieir countries of 
origin. ‘To talk of parliamentary government as an ideal or 
crowning achievement lor Russia is merely to be retrograde*. 
Should one push Russia into^this course just now, when eA’cn in 
England, the birtliplac<* of that form of' government, j)eoplc 
begin to recognize its d('fccts and the need to transform it, and 
when in continental Europe (where it was till now more or less a 
revolutionary y)roducl, which did not strike deep roots in 
national consciousness) it is changing its views, or being ex¬ 
ploited only as a plausible instrument cjf party rule for masking 
tyranny over the people. . . . 

‘Owr own revolutionaries are merely such reactionaries \ their whole 
mind and creation has been exhaustively expressed in dynamite, 
and in the words, nothings down with itV According to Bismarck, 
the golden age of parliamentary government has passed away 
even in England. In America Congress has turned into a 
^ I. Aksakrw : Sochineniya^ vol. 2, p. 359. 
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Inisiness-mcn’s racket, and the best people in America keep aloof 
from politics. 

When the whole political life of a country is built on the 
shifting^ sands of ephemeral and sciuabbling delegates, the re¬ 
sultant ^instability ot power breeds inaction and ineflicicncy in 
(he administrative hierarchy. And if in addition the state swal¬ 
lows uj) all social interests and virtually the whole national life, 
then its helpless dependence on the fluctuation of parliamentary 
intrigues leads to horrible results. AVhat kind of personal re¬ 
sponsibility can one (!Xf)ect from the impersonal administrative 
machine which is derix ed from a majority f)f x otes in a Western 
repn'senlative assembly? Only a personal su})rem(‘ power can 
bear a heavy responsibility to God, to its own conscience, to 
history, to its country. . . . 

‘W:)r Russia no legal order, no further acquisition of Euro¬ 
pean institutions can possibly calm (hat hostile spirit of denial 
and destruction, whose emergence from the West has captured 
our defenceless youth and turned them into social-revolu¬ 
tionaries, federalists, collectivists and e\en anarchists. . . . 
This savage phenomenon has no living roots in our historical and 
national soil. If it has so forcibly taken hold of our younger 
generation, and manifested itself in such hoirible deeds, that 
is solely due to the barren abstraction and rootlessness of the 
educational system now prevailing in Russia. . . . Yes, it is 
clearly savage, but it is none the lC:ss a product of civilization, in 
the sense that it is a fruit from the tree of culture grown in the 
West. ...’What Js responsible Ibr all these bestialities, this 
triumph of brute force, these poisoilings, Vuirnings and murders? 
Is it lackof’cducation, the ignorance* of the masses? By no means. 
The much-slandered masses take no part in these crimes . . . even if 
some of them are used as instruments. . . . 

Moreover, ideas of freedom, humanity, justic'e, rightful and 
equal distribution of material goods, are the main avowed 
motives of the educated criminals. . . . ‘How can such exalted 
and moral ideas lead to such monstrously immoral deeds? Who 
arc thesc*new anarchists and revolutionaries? They are really 
a new breed of savages, armed with weapons of science and 
culture; they are swindlers—in the name of higher honesty 
and justice; they are wild beasts—for the sake of “humanity”; 
they arc bandits for progress, demons ])r(‘aching paradise. . . . 

‘Yes, this is what we see before our ey(‘s lotlay. Education, 
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leading only to the most sinister darkening of the mind, tyranny, 
masquerading as freedom; equality, turning into violation of 
the most sacred rights of a human personality; justice into gross 
denial of justice, knowledge into ignorance, intelligence into 
blank stupidity.’^ , 


IV 

Aksakox', be it observed, absolves the Russian masses from any 
share of blame in bringing about tliis ugly tragedy. Weak or 
foolish rulers play a dubious part in it, but a perverse intelli¬ 
gentsia supplies the villains of the piece. He concludes that, even 
though Western parliamentary institutions are wearing out, 
political revolutionaries will prove unable to replace tliem, 
because they lack the strength of genuine constructive desires. 
These embittered creatures are merely suicidal symptoms, 
instruments of a more deep-seated decay. T’hcreforc they are 
unfit to create any new, freer, more moral institutions on the 
ruins of the ones which they destroy. Aksakox 's final judgement 
sounds like a death-knell, ringing doxvn the curtain on e.xpiring 
Europe; the nc.xt scene is likely to disclose the burial of the 
corpse and rival heirs quarrelling over their rich inheritance. 
But on second thoughts we become; axvare that his funereal 
sequence is subject to two very important modifications. First, 
it applies to Europe only so long as she surrenders herself to 
rex'olutionary decomposition,* but not if she recox ers her con¬ 
structive self-confidence; secondly, it applies with equal force, 
not to indigenous Russia, guiflcd by a blend of wise tradition 
and strong benevolent rulers, but only to a Russia which 
imports the disintegrating x^irus of Revolution from her more 
fex^erish Western neighbours. * 

When the revolutions temporarily triumphed throughout 
Europe in 1848, it seemed to Aksakov that the total collapse of 
civilization would shortly follow. No self-respecting man would 
want to go on living in the dark ages which would then engulf 
the world. Better an honest death than such a shameful life. 
‘Let the world perish’, he pronounced. 

All our labours and trials have been in vain, 

Every feat of accusation is powerless, 

Every honest struggle is mad. 


' I. Aksakov : Sochineniya, vol. 2. pp. G95-700. 
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So perish, treasures of the soul, 

You fall in an unequal fight, 

I’hc senseless lie reigns over all. 

Dissolve, sustaining powers, you are not needed^ 

• Soul, fall asleep—it is high time. 

• 

The subsequent suppression of the mushroom popular parlia¬ 
ments, followed by the perfunc tory restoration of European 
thrones, failed to convince Aksakov that the vital forces of 
Europe w^ould re\'ive. But his doubts extended equally to the 
l)lunt and inflexible repressive policy pursued by the govern¬ 
ment of Nicolas 1 after 1848. ‘The madman fell, abandoned to 
his dreams,’ he wrote in a transparent political poem (January, 
1850): 

Ikit he still lives, diseased and suffering; he could not die in his 
sleep . . . 

And we work on, without faith in our work, 

Secretly we believe in nothing. 

Rush into battle, court our own ruin. 

Trying to cheat fate and defy all reason . . . 

'Ehe (h'imc'an War f ulfilled many of his dark forebodings, but 
his buoyant nature recovered from the blow and soon found 
solace in his pioneer work on the Slav Committee. Here was at 
last a fresh outlet for wounded and embittered national self- 
respect, and an opportunity to v indicate the vague surviving 
Slavophil beliefs in Russia’s helpful mission to the outside 
world. During tjic seventies tin! Slav Committee rapidly out¬ 
grew its modest beginnings as a charitable organization to 
help the Balkan Christians. When tlic rebellion against the 
Turks began in Herzegovina (1875), the Committee published 
in the Russian Press, without a word of comment, the appeals of 
the Serbian and Montenegrin Metropolitans for aid. Donations 
promptly poured in from all parts of Russia, and huge sums of 
money were raised, exceeding the most optimistic expectations 
of the organizers. As Aksakov expressed it, ‘the boundaries of 
the .Orthodox world began to widen before the eyes of the 
people.’ Then followed the unequal struggle of the little Serbian 
principalities against the vast Asiatic army of the Porte. Rus¬ 
sian opinion was inflamed by the crusading spirit. After the first 
Russian volunteer had been killed in action, hundreds of others 
promtly offered their services to the Serbian army. At first the 
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^’olunteers were chiefly noblemen, but soon the Slav Committee, 
and its many local branches, were flooded with letters from old 
soldiers and simple peasants, begging for help and advice in 
fulfilling their desire to join the iioly war’. 

Elements of religious liysteria and personal despair mingled 
with healthier motives in promoting tliis outburst of Sfav soli¬ 
darity. Readers of Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina will recall the chap¬ 
ter, describing the painfully melodramatic scene on the station 
platform, as the stricken Count Vronsky lea\'es lor the Balkan 
front in charge of a trainload of \'olunteers, ecjuippcd and 
maintained at his own expense. Similar scenes occurred in 
fact. 

Indeed the role of Russia as a political liberator was fraught 
with amt)iguity. Although their Slav ^big brother’ might alone 
be strong enough to rescue them from Turkish cruelty or Haps- 
burg interference, many of the Balkan Sla\ s, whether Orthodox 
or not, felt far more drawn towards the peasant socialism of the 
Russian narodniki, and were, like them, enemies of I’sarist 
power. Th(‘ far-sighted statesman Gorchakov, who fought 
against the pan-Sla\- policy of Ignatiev, frankly disbeliexed 
that the Slav peoples had any sympathy for "autocratic Russia’, 
and he exercised a steadying influence on Russian foreign 
policy. Balkan intractability became still more manifest in the 
eighties, when picked nationalist Bulgarians, educated in 
Russia and at Russian expense, far from being converted to the 
beneficial discipline of Orthodoxy and Autocracy, show^ed 
stubborn determination to biflld up their in/ant country on 
more egalitarian and independent lines. The parallel with 
Tito’s Jugoslavia is suggestive. 

The news of the humiliating concessions due to be made by 
Russia at the Congress of Berlin (1878) roused Aksakov to a 
fever of indignation. In a widely publicized speech to the Slav 
Committee, he openly attacked the Russian government’s 
policy, while characteristically appealing to the Emperor to 
override his bad advisers. ‘We have met here,’ he announced, 
‘to bury the freedom of the Bulgars, the independence of the 
Serbs, that great and sacred cause handed dowm to us by our 
ancestors, by our own vows—to bury Russian glory, Russian 
honour, Russian conscience. Is it possible that the Turkish 
armies imprisoned near Plevna in the Caucasus, the winter ad¬ 
vance of Russian armies through the Balkans, and the heroic 
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exploits of our soldiers, which amazed the world, our trium¬ 
phant advance to Islambul, the extraordinary victories, paid 
for by hundreds of thousands of Russian lives, those incalculable 
sacrifices, that sacred surge of national spirit—can it be that 
they are all a myth, an abortion of our inflamed fantasy, per¬ 
haps even a fabrication of Moscow fanatics? Did you, victorious 
Russia, voluntarily liirii yourself into a defeated suppliant? 
Hardly restraining their ribald laughtei*, and with contemptuous 
irony praising your political wisdom, tlie Western Powers, with 
Germany leading, ha\’e impudently torn from you the victor’s 
wreath, and put on you instead the foof s cap and b(‘lls. And 
you, obediently, almost witli sympathetic gratitude, bow your 
long-suffering head in front of them !’ 

‘It must be a lie,’ he interjects. AVliatevc r may be happening 
in t?ie Berlin Congress, however deeply Russian honour has 
been insulted, its pledged Preser\*cr is ali\e and powerful. He 
too is its A\’enger! If* our blood boils at llie mere sight of the 
newspaper headlines, what must the 'l"sar of Russia feel, respon¬ 
sible to liistory’ for Russia’s fate? Did he not solemnly announce 
to the deputations who greeted liirn on his return from the 
Danube, ‘the sacn^d cause will be carried through to the \ ery 
end!’ War is horrible, and the Tsar’s own heart cannot lightly 
call for a renewal of death and bloodshed from his self-sacrific¬ 
ing subjects—but neither can these sufferings I)e bought off'by 
concessions made at the cost of h^nour and conscience, Russia 
docs not want war, but still less does she want a sliamcful pcaee. 
Ask any Russian j^om the ee>mmdn people, would he not prefer 
to fight to the last drop of his blootf? 

‘The duty of loyal subjects demands that we should still be¬ 
lieve and trust. Butdl demands too that we sliould not remain 
silent during these lawless and unjust trials, sowing dissension 
between the Tsar and his country, between the Tsar’s mind 
and the national spirit.’ 

Aksakov’s protest proved to be in vain, though it seems to 
have eloquently voiced the feelings of many inarticulate Rus¬ 
sians. peace terms with Turkey dictated to Russia by the 
Berlin Congress inflicted a crushing defeat on the Empire’s most 
popular line of foreign policy at home. It seemed for a moment 
as though the shame of the Crimean War had been wiped 
out, that the Golden Cross wa)uld shine again over the dome 
of St. Sophia, the Crescent be driven back to the mainland 
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of Asia, and ancient Byzantium resurrected to bring unity (and 
perhaps peace) to a hilherto unknown extent throughout 
South-Eastern Europe. Then came the concerted intervention 
of the Western Powers, and Russia's military victory changed 
abruptly into liiimiliating diplomatic defeat. 

Aksako\' was riglit in talking of the rift between the I'sar and 
his country. In that bitter national setback Alexander IPs 
prestige sank heavily. Had the issue been otherwise (if the ori¬ 
ginal Treaty of San Slefano had .also been accepted as the final 
peace settlement) there was a ch.ance he might have escaped 
assassination in i88i. As it was, the Emperor paid the full 
penalty for liis personal responsibility. The active j)eriod of the 
Slav Committee and the Russo-i'urkish war of 1878 marked 
the apogee of Aksakov’s public, inllucncc. But he fought on, 
undeterred by his many defeats, started his last journal, 
in 1880, and in 1886, the year of his death, he was still con¬ 
ducting a vigorous campaign against the t liimsy ineptitude of 
Russian diplomacy in Europe. 


Tw>^o unspectacular but none the less remarkable members of 
the Slavophil group ought properly to be included in this surx ey 
—A. Koshelev (1806 1883) and Yury Samarin (1819-1876). 
They were both men of proven ability, balanced judgement 
and wide international culture. Koshek^’ possessed a rare 
combination of fervour and Vestrained compion sense, w^hich 
he showed in the following statement about Slavophil aims: 
‘The Slavophils refused to retaliate when they were ridiculed by 
Westernizers. The latter gave us our namp?, but that did not 
express the essence of what we stood for. We cherished no desire 
to revive ancient Russia—all that was slander invented by the 
enemy camp. Nor did we set the peasant on a pedestal and bow 
down to him. But in that primitive creature we searched for 
what was peculiar to the Russian man, for what he needs most, 
for wdiat ought to be developed in him. Time has proved that 
we were right.’ 

Even more than the other leading Slavophils, Koshelev ad¬ 
mired England intensely, though for qualities which arc under a 
cloud today. He visited London for the International Exhibi¬ 
tion of 1851, and wrote with enthusiasm about this display of 
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English ‘wisdom, vitality and strength’. He thus recorded his 
three main conclusions: (i) that no people in the world had gone 
further than the English in almost all branches of industr>\ . . . 
‘Whatever one may want to learn, it should be studied in Eng¬ 
lish schools’; (2) ‘Louis Blanc’s teaching and that of most 
Frenchmen, demanding more and more interference by the 
government in industrial affairs, is victoriously refuted by 
England’s example to the contrary’; (3) ‘This country, the most 
aristocratic of all in its traditions and culture, has simultaneously 
set its mind on producing and extending the use of cheap goods 
in order to raise the well-being of the masses.’^ 

Like many of his friends, Koshelev felt far more drawn to 
Orthodoxy as a traditional phenomenon of Russian culture 
than as an attractive form of Christianity. The doctrinal and 
autlToritarian sides of Orthodoxy both left them cold, though its 
symbolic ritual mo\ed them. Being enlightened Europeans to 
tiic marrow of tlieir bones, their personal attitude to religion 
was none the Icvss sincere when they treated it as one aspect only 
of an unfathomable mystery. It is symptomatic that they 
esteemed Spinoza more highly than the fashionable French 
and German philosophers, though little could be said publicly or 
written about Spinoza, because his natural piety had caused 
him to be officially banned as an ‘atheist’. Koshelev, however, 
revealed a lot when he said : ‘We all admired Spinoza, and 
found his works infinitely superJDr to the Gospels and other 
sacred writings,’ 

An outspoken opponent of Rii?jsian claims to a monopoly of 
the true Christian feith, he obserVed that, while Christianity 
had been known to inspire admirable personal conduct, it was 
absurd to imagine t!%at it could transfigure any organized society. 
A fortiori^ the State as an institution could not possibly be Chris¬ 
tian, or modelled on Christian lines. While religion might refine 
and discipline personal action, it would, if translated into poli¬ 
tical a(;tion, cease to be religion at all and become a menace. 
Koshelev distrusted the exaggerated hopes which K. Aksakov 
attached lo Russian theocracy. ‘You found your structure on 
absolute rules. I believe that no absolute rules can exist in human 
society. I n its immutable eternal aspects the world enters into the 
splicrc of the church; only in the spheres of change, movement 
and struggle, docs it belong to society. State laws must therefore 
* A. Koshelev: J^apiski, Appendix, p. 25, Berlin, 1884. 
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flow from circumstance and change with circumstances. France 
tried to make brotherly love an immutable law% but she en¬ 
tangled herself in such a ridiculous experiment.* 

Yury Samarin was a far more influential figure in^his life¬ 
time than the amiable and perspicacious KoshelcV. Boyn in St. 
Petersburg, where both his father and mother held posts at the 
court, he learned French before Russian, and receh ed a classi¬ 
cal education (in Greek and Latin) at Moscow' University. At 
first he aspired to become a university professor. He n^marked 
later that the tasks of learning are insignificant and petty com¬ 
pared with th(‘ tasks of life. Khomyako\' sav(Tl him from foun¬ 
dering in Hegel, and finally, deferring to his fath('r\s wishes, he 
entered the government service in the Ministry of Justice. He 
spent eight years in \'arious official posts and served on tlie 
government committee for settling agricultural probh'ms id the 
Baltic provinces. But his letters from Riga cxpn\ssed indignation 
at the systematic maltreatment of the native poinilation by 
Baltic German officials. The Cierman party at the Gonrt made 
the most of his alleged insubordinatU)n, and by their malicious 
intrigues succeeded in getting Samarin im{)risoned in the Fort¬ 
ress of Peter and Pa\il (1849). There he w as cross-examined in 
much the same high-handed and arbitrary w\ay as members of 
the socialist Petraslievsky circle had been. 

The muddlc-Iicadcd and futile revolutionary cons[)iracics of 
that period appalled Samarin, but so did the morbidly suspi¬ 
cious and clumsy rigour of the government; he ret ogni/.cd that 
both w'erc symptoms of somd horrible underlying instability, 
wdiich could no longer renliain concealed. 'Of course this is 
madness,’ he observed, ‘but madness docs not occur w'ithout a 
reason. What strikes me most forcibly in all«this disorder is not 
so much the painful evil and absurdity of C.’ommunist ideas, 
such as they arc, but the absolute void which must exist in many 
hearts and minds to enable these ideas to find a place in them. 
That negative evidence is what alarms me most. I can explain 
such a void following after the humane atheism of the eigh¬ 
teenth century, the chaos of the French Revolution, the c^^ilt of 
material gain under the bourgeois rule of Louis Philippe; it 
needed centuries to produce this in France. But for a Russian, 
from the moment he leaves .school, to find himself in exactly the 
same position, to start life without an atom of religious feeling, 
or any sense of responsibility towards his family or his country. 
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that is what surpasses my understanflini^ and what after a 
hundred years will be hard to believe/^ 

Despite his temporary fall from favour, his honesty and 
manii’est ability partly disarmed official prejudice against him, 
and SatViarin took a prominent part in the preparatory com¬ 
mission.'^ concerned with working out the conditions of eman¬ 
cipation. Together with N. Milyutiii he was even directed to 
compose the original draft of the Emancipation Edict. But 
Panin, the Minister of Justice, found its terminology too ilbcraP, 
and handed it over to the M(‘tropolitan Filaret for final revision. 
Samarin spent the latter part of his life administering his estates, 
and wT)rking on the reccmtly established organs of local govern¬ 
ment. Perhaps he inspired respect in so many diverse quarters 
because he belonged to a type of human b(‘ing ev c'n rarer in 
Rusthia than in Europe—the thoughtful, independent-minded 
and disinten'sted man of affairs. A letter he wrote to a French 
deputy in 1840, demonstrates that, young as he was, he had 
reflected deeply and profitably enough to arriv e at some firm 
conclusi(»ns about making the most of such constructive quali¬ 
ties as liis country possessed. ‘Dazzled by the brilliance of the 
West, we forgot our own pa.si, we became first French, then 
German. In the West, religious probh'tns were no longer a la 
page. The latest intellectual influence there bore a grudge 
against our social ordc^r. It strove to destroy our principle of 
government—our aijsolute monarchy. It wanted to persuade us 
that we were groaning under tyranny; it tried to infuse us with 
its own hatred of despotic rulcr-a sentiment legitimate and 
reasonable clsevv Acre, ljut absurd ft.)r us to share. 

‘A whole generation which we still mourn,allowed itself to be 
seduced. It had mrsunderstood its own country, it had loved the 
West too blindly. Tlu*n came a pale and lifeless cosmopolitan 
era through which we had to pass in order to attain a rcncw'cd 
sense of our own national character. It is true, for us everything 
lies in the future, but tliat future can only be the result of our 
own pifst. Russia has spent about ten centuries on the defensive, 
warding off blows from outside. Her influence on the West has 
up till now been merely a physical one, but the time will come 
when she will act there through the force of her ideas. 

‘What arc the principal distinguishing features of our national 

* Y. Samarin: Sochimniya, vol. 12, p. 340, Masrow, 1911. 

The D(!rembrisls. 
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character? They arc our religious feeling and the principle of 
our absolute monarchy. Only religious unity saved our nation. 
We have experienced no foreign conquest, no feudal class, no 
social contracts. An absolute power guides us forward without 
hideous revolutions or religious wars.’^ ' 

History docs not record how the Frcncli deputy rcsp6nded to 
this covert Russian challenge to French intellectual supremacy. 
He may have winced over its downright but w^holly undefined 
recourse to religion and monarchy. Samarin’s insistence that 
these were poles apart from the Western type of' religion or 
feudal monarchy, such as the French had known, would nc\'cr- 
theless lia\ c fallen on deaf ears. What w^as self-e\ ident to him 
could only be unintelligible to a precise French mind. In fact 
Samarin interprets the peculiarities of Russian religion in an 
original and penetrating w^ay. "What is the mystery of# our 
people’s religious life? Since they cannot read, tlie scriptures do 
not exist for them. The only link between the Churcli and the 
individual remains in the church serxices and in those few^ 
prayers wdiich are passed down orally from father to son. But it 
appears (and 1 have personally conxinced myself of it) that the 
people—at least in our parts—do not understand a single word 
of the Church Slax onic language, not cx en the ‘Our Father’ 
prayer which they repeat mechanically with omissions or 
changes, deprix ing it of any x^estige of sense. Yet there exists 
within their unenlightened cqnsciousness, as in Athens, an altar 
dedicated to the Unknown God. For all of them the active 
presence of a prox idential walLin ex ery incident of life is such an 
indisputable fact that, when death drawls near, these people 
open their doors to it as they would to a familiar and long- 
expected guest. In the most literal sense tjiey surrender their 
souls to God .’2 

Samarin had the insight to perceixe what the liberal Paul 
Milyukov emphasized later, that the Russian common people 
had this much in common with the intelligentsia, a fundamental 
indifference to the official teaching of the Orthodox Church. 
But he did not therefore share Milyukov’s approval of universal 
secular education as the social panacea; nor did he jump to 
Belinsky’s conclusion and claim triumphantly that Russians 
were the most atheistic people in the world. On the contrary, he 

* Y. Samarin: Sochineniya, vol. 12, 62 ff., Moscow, 1911. 

2 Ibid., p. 132. 
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believed the people to be far more genuinely religious than their 
Churcli, even though they were less Christian than pantheistic. 
The habits ol the Russian peasants prox ed to him that they had 
kepi the roots of faith alive, that they were conslanlly aware of a 
divine pflrovidencc surrounding them. That 1‘aitii remained the 
precious^'key to the only better world they knew, an imaginary' 
world of beauty and revelation. ‘The sphere of revelation is a 
world in the same way as that combination of things existing in 
space and time which we usually call the universe or the W'orld. 
I’he first of those w'orlds is no loss fruitful in content than the 
second. It lias its ovv'ii depths. To explore it demands no less 
persistent concentration than to master the mysteries of geology 
or chemistry.’^ 

Samarin had quarrelled with Herzen and broken with the 
ladi^al Westernizers in 1847; by that time he had come to the 
conclusion that the root of all contemporary social cx ils lay in 
the unchecked spread of greed for money and power over people. 
That motiv(‘ derived from the West, and whether it took a 
bourgeois or a socialist form made little difference to its essen¬ 
tially d('structi\ e character. Russian society, he said, had caught 
the infection, and was sinking into a morass of useless exagger¬ 
ated luxury and a widespread craving for lazy comfort. Insati¬ 
able material greed became most dangerous, when it not only 
triumped over cxcry better instinct, as it seemed to be doing, 
but also claimed the crowning jusdfication of logic and histori¬ 
cal necessity. Faced with this prevailing current of opinion, so 
contrary to his owm, Samarin tried to discover some inscrutable 
ulterior purpose, Vhich tlic fanatics of materialism might un¬ 
consciously be serving. ‘Perhaps’, he suggested, ‘a few' genera¬ 
tions are doomed to blindness, in order that their narrow' 
rational obsession may prepare a material basis for some further 
steps forward. Therefore they arc not only blinded, but proud 
of their blindness, unaware of mystery, unstirred by the beauty 
of the world, for them nothing more than a web of cause and 
effect wMiich science has not yet fully elucidated.’ 

In a curious letter to Gogol (March 1846), Samarin describes 
his own struggles to overcome the psychological paralysis in¬ 
duced in him by modern Western thought. ‘My illness is one 
common to our time, though no cure has yet been found for it— 
a one-sided development of the mind, killing emotion and 

1 Jbid., p. 133. 
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crippling the will. I think, .s|X!ak ol‘, and defend in words one 
course of action, but in fart I submit to another course. 1 have 
convictions, but no faith or love. I admit that 1 do not suffer 
from it, for 1 live quietly and can forget that half my soul has 
dried up or been struc k dumb. 'The strongly aroused ac tivity of 
thought, irritated by constant contradictions, conceai?cd from 
me the deathly slumber of my otlier faculties. But when I came 
to Petersburg I n^alizcd to my shame how weak and cold is 
mere conviction when pitted against the ])ressure of* organized 
society. That was my worst moment.’^ 

Samarin suffered a lot from the intrigues of PetcTsburg 
society, from its German bias and its morbid siis]:)ici()n of 
Moscow Slavopliils. Perhaps this biller personal experience 
accounts in part for his curiously weak defence of absolute 
monarchy as llic only remaining resjionsible moral buhvark 
against self-seeking liypocritical cliques, manoeuvring for 
power. 'Our society’, he \\toU\ 'persecutes sincere conxiction 
as a crime and rewards cowardly informers for their feats. 
Only the iron hand of government can save Russian tliought 
from persecution by Russian society.’ In 1844 he told K. 
Aksakov that his work in Petcrsb.urg had brought him into con¬ 
tact with an entirely new circle of influenlial but obtuse people. 
"I sec that what we accept as known, proxed, and obx’ious, is 
still for the majority of educated people entirely unknown, 
unproved, and even incompficlumsible.’ 

His estrangement from the politic al phobia of \V(‘Sternizers in 
no way prejudiced Samarin, »any more than his fellow-Slavo- 
phils, against the immense potential value of modern Western 
science. He was f ar Ijctter informed about the course of Euro¬ 
pean affairs than many of his opponents, and lie built up an 
extensive knowledge of European law, administration, and 
European economic thought. In 1849 he wrote to Khomyakov: 
‘Since we last parted, I have been constantly studying political 
economy and I have absorbed up to fifteen fairly fat volumes. 
I am now sure that this science (or rather, this method of in¬ 
ference from the historical development of public economy in 
the West) does not deserve either that hostility, with whicli so 
many of our respectable people hax e for some time regarded it, 
or that immense importance attributed to it by those who 
regard society as a limited liability company, national life as a 
^ Y. Samarin : Sffrhinemva^ vol. 12, p. 241. 
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commercial enterprise, and the human being as a digestive 
process. It is a necessary science and may f)e a very useful one. 
As regards its practical application to Russia, except for some 
of its suggestions {e.g. the superiority of voluntary labour to 
compulsbry labour, tlie advantage of free trade, the damage 
done by*any artificial stimulation of industry), I think that it 
can guide our attention to certain aspects of our national life 
which might (itherwise escape attention.’ 

Samarin’s discriminating interest in economics led him into 
\'iolent conflict with Chernyshevsky. Ih* dc'plorcd that the 
latter’s crude positivist arguments had already con\'inccd so 
many unbalanced students that the w^hole of organic life was 
nothing more than a chemical process and that all psychological 
phenomena derived from physical data by the action of 
natiiral law\ During the last years of liis life he did his utmost to 
refute the monstrous misconc<‘ption that a so-called science of 
spiritual values could profitably follow the same metliods as a 
branch of natural science. Unfortunately he also started to use a 
variety of unconvincing religious arguments, which prejudiced 
his otherwise sound and reasonal)le case. 

In 18G4 he \'isited London and insisted on seeing his former 
friend, Herzen. I’hey entered into a passionate dispute which 
lasted till the early liours of the morning, and on parting they 
flung thems(*l\’es into eacli other’s arms and embraced in the 
best Russian fashion, forgetting momentarily that they WTre 
sworn enemies. I’cn days later Samarin w rote a vehement letter 
to Herzen, urging him to recant.*‘Your propaganda affected a 
whole generation* like a ruinous ynnalural habit, inoculated 
into a young organism, not yet formed and strengthened by 
maturity. You have dried up their brains, weakened their 
nervous system, made them incapable of concentration, self- 
restraint or energetic work. Could it b(* otherw ise? You ha\ e no 
solid ground under your feet . . . only the revolutionary ways 
and habits, w^hich I can call by no other name than a revolu¬ 
tionary* itch. You ha\c: in you tw^o men. One is a free spirit 
recognizing the responsilnlities inseparable from perscnial free¬ 
dom,* but the Ollier sees in himself an autonomous product of 
chemical combinations. The time has come for you to choose 
between what you have taught and wdiat you truly love and 
respect.’^ 

’ Rtis^: No. I, 1883, pp. 36-39. 

M 
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The longer he li\'ed in the West, the more sensitive did 
Herzen become to the distant charms of Slavopliil persuasion. 
That eloquent appeal to him was only one of many efforts made 
by Samarin to win the co-operation of Iiis few mentally alert 
compatriots. After the launching of .\lcxandcr II’s series of 
administrati\c and judicial reforms, he had announce;!: ‘Now 
our task is no longer to change and reform institutions. . . . 
The time has come for us to create not institutions, but people. 

. . . One way is by the direct spontaneous action of one person 
on another in that limited sphere where personal influenc'c can 
work. We must mould and bake people like bricks.’ 

Nevertheless, tJie major part of the organized and influential 
Russian intelligentsia remained staunchly faithful to the scienti¬ 
fic brand of materialism which German masters liad first taught 
them. This invoh ed a radical zeal, whicli was more than .c on¬ 
servative in the rigid inflexibility of its methods, though quite 
unprincipled in the fluidity of its historical content. Loyalty to 
Chernyshevsky automatically excluded serious consideration of 
his opponent Samarin, or any of the other Slaxophils. It was 
enough that their twin idols, ‘science’ and ‘hislory’, belonged to 
Cihcrnyshcvsky's period and were fixed in a compact s('holastic 
mode of interpretation.' I’hey blinded tliernsclves to the discon¬ 
certing novelty that Western science, as it advanced, was simul¬ 
taneously revolutionizing its own earlier methods, and therefore 
soon outstripped that system-building pliase of its history, on 
w^hich Chernyshevsky, Dobroliubov’, and Karl Marx had all 
been nourished. ^ 

^ It should be noted that this Hegelian interpretation, which the Bolshe¬ 
viks have inherited, can also be flexible to the extent that it is unprincipled. 
Its historical opportunism contributes aptly to the justification of ever>' 
change in policy, and can even be stretc-hed to explain some of the contra¬ 
dictions between Soviet statements and Soviet actions. The tactical im¬ 
portance of this fluidity is revcaltxl in Stalin's recent re-dcfinilion of 
Marxism: ‘Marxism is the science of the laws of natural and social develop¬ 
ment, the science of the victory of socialism in all countries. . . . In its 
growth Marxism is hound to be enriched by new experience, new know¬ 
ledge. It recognizes no unalterable conclusions or formulae. It is the enemy 
of all dogmatism.’ {Pravda^ 2 August 1950). 
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CHAPTER VI 


N.G.CHERNYSHEVSKY 

I 

T he powerful figure of Nicolas Chernyshevsky started to 
dominate the movement of Russian thought in the i86o*s, 
but his fame did not flare up and quickly die down again 
like that of his moie amorphous radical contemporaries, 
Dobroliubov and Pisan^w Prom that time onwards till the pre¬ 
sent day, lie has exerted an almost magnetic attraction over the 
Russian intelligentsia, and hence over every stage of Russian 
sociiil change. Such enduring influence is all the more remark¬ 
able because it is out of pro]x>rtion to C^hernyshevsky’s merits as 
an original thinker. Outside Russia he remains almost un¬ 
known, hardly even an object of curiosity, and none of his 
works— except one American edition of What to Do —have ever 
been published in English. Perhaps a reference to the Russian 
pro\erb 'In a place w'ithout fish even a crayfish is a fish’, will 
cause some condescending Europeans to murmur that Cherny¬ 
shevsky could only appear to be a giant in Russia because lu! 
w^as there a Gulliver in an intellectual Lilliput. That is a tempting 
w^ay to satisfy the Western elect w^ko turn up their noses at any 
manifestation of Russian ‘originality’, but it evades the issue of 
Ghernyshevsky’s lasting magnetism and belittles his un¬ 
doubtedly great qualities of mind a«d character. 

It is true that he suffered martyrdom for his beliefs, and that 
Russian youth is teijipcramcntally prone to hero-worship, but 
this motive is insufficient to explain his grip on them. So many 
other Russian intellectuals whose daring independence also led 
them to living death in the Siberian mines, or to fade away in 
the dungeons of the Peter and Paul Fortress, ha\T none the less 
sunk inlo complete and well-deserted oblivion. Perhaps his 
indomitable integrity of character, more consistent in under¬ 
lying reeling than in articulate thought, his acute controver¬ 
sial ability—fortified by encyclopaedic knowledge—the firm 
example which he set in pursuing every implication of what he 
preached, arc a combination of features rare enough to have 
won for him respect and admiration as an intellectual leader, in 
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whatever country lie w as born. But most of all he rose to fame 
througli Iiis ability to fuse these qualities with a robust uncom¬ 
promising flair, promptly transmuting his whole range of 
thought into coherent jilans of action—and plans whiclu^seemcd 
strictly relevant to the most urgent Russian needs. He made 
herculean efforts to piece together a scientific understalliding of 
European society as a whole. But they were always harnessed to 
that single drixing purpose—a plan to transform Russia. He 
faced the perennial Russian tangle soberly and as he found it, 
indeed with such scant enthusiasm for uniquely Russian 
characteristics that Dostoevsky attacked him as one of those 
traitors who “jeered and spat’ at tlu'ir owai country. 

Like the majority of Russian Westernizers, Chernyshevsky 
started his intellectual career by plunging into German philo¬ 
sophy. He studied Hegel more thoroughly than Kant, fell uTidcr 
Hegel’s dialectical spell -so fatally flattering to would-be intel¬ 
lectual leaders—and ignored the sobering limitations set by 
Kant’s more scrupulous theory of knowledgtr. He emerged from 
Hegel into Feuerbach, whose hazily abstract materialism he 
then allied with Fourier's naively voluptuous social objectives, 
hailing with somewhat uncriiical excitemernt his discoxery of 
this modern social bible. Thus far he had rtnnained a dogmatic 
and derivative rationalist—but, one might say, a synthetically 
derivative one—for he filled together pre-fabrit aled parts with 
fresh initiatixe and zc^al, ^nd fired with the intention of 
constructing a completely new building adapted to the rigours 
of the Russian climate. • ^ 

He thus became a pioncertif progress in his natix e land, mainly 
in three respects. He first focused tlnr attention of his more 
intelligent contemporaries on ugly social .and economic sores 
from w^hich so many Russians were suffering w'ilh ax erted eyes, 
or wath eyes turned helple.ssly to heaven ; and he first expounded 
the march of historical determinism as a factor ascertainable in 
laws of social progress applicable to Russia as well as to the 
West. But simultaneously, brushing aside tlie niceties of con¬ 
sistent logic, he reiterated his staunch lielief that pe»'sonal self- 
interest is the mainspring of human conduct, and consequently 
of all human improvement. In this respect he prox^ed to be a 
loyal disciple of Belinsky and tljc English Utilitarians. He 
thought he had rushed well ahead of them again when he 
asserted, that among reasonable men (and to him all men 
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appeared to be as kindly and reasonable as he tried to be himself) 
self-interest was bound by some inscrutable Jiistorical law to 
blossom into a more and more cnligliteiied sentiment. This 
highly i^urified egoism would in course of time l)ccome a habit 
and would even turn into an inherited characteristic. By gentle 
stages, i^ither than by violent shocks, it would lead us towards 
the goal of an orderly world iiihalhted l)y altruistic mortals, all 
politely saying ‘After you, please’, and competing with each 
other only in fc-ats of s|)onlaneous self-sacrifn e and exemplary 
industry. In order not to create an exaggerated impression of 
Chernyshe\sky’s nai\ etc, it is only fair to add that Jiis undaunted 
social optimism, apart from its flaxonr of' purely imaginative 
charm, was modified by his recognition that tlu* (oursc of 
history lias familiarized us with catastrophic liac kslidirigs. 

OMiernyshevsky started liis journalistic (areer when in 185.1 
joined the staff of' the Sovrnmmiik under the editorship of the 
business-like fioet N(‘krasov. His own contributions soon raised 
the political reputation and influence of that journal to the 
highest level it ever readied. Through its pages, and in spite 
of censorship, lie swayed an e\ eii widei’ public* than the com- 
jiletely untrammelled Herzen in the fight which they both 
waged, first for the liberation of the serfs, then for a bold and 
ecjuitable reform of land-ownership and rural administration. 
When ovcT a period of years, the glaring economic defects of the 
Emancipation Edict roused ihrcuighout Russia a crescendo of 
indignation and disappointment, Cli(‘rnyshe\sky was already 
wasting away in the enforced sil(^:ice of his remote! Siberian exile. 
But his vigorous writings, sanclifieil by the Jialo of his personal 
example, had done much to inspire the formation of the first 
‘Land and Libert>;’ group, and continued to inspire the later 
narodniks. Finally, notwithstanding the Marxist war of exter¬ 
mination against the narodniks and their Social Revolutionary 
successors, Cheriiysh(‘\sky, as a personality, surprisingly enough 
found favour with the new masters, partly as a so-called Russian 
precursor of Marx, and partly as a Marxian sans te savoir. 

Some Christians who highly appreciate Aristotle have done 
their best to jirove that he was a Christian, or would have been 
had he not suffered the misfortune of being born before Christ. 
For a similar reason, it seems, .some patriotic Russian Marxians 
are reluctant to admit that so eminent a Russian sociologist as 
Ghernyshevsky was not a member of their faith. Thus they have 
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tried to canonize him as a Marxian John the Baptist, a fore¬ 
runner who preached an approximation to the true gospel in 
the Tsarist wilderness. It stands to the credit of Plekhanov, for 
long the revered father and popularizer of Russian Marxism, 
that he defended Chernyshevsky against llie claims of these 
over-zealous disciples, and insisted that, despite his hifjh intel¬ 
lectual merits and brief glimpses into the Marxian revelation, he 
remained to the end an unrepentant Utopian socialist, who 
never scaled the heights of dialectical materialism. None the 
less, a later twist of ideological caprice has condemned Plek- 
liano\', the most orthodox of Marxians, to fare less well among 
the Bolsheviks than his "Utopian’ prt'decessor. Since he was 
formally excommunicated from the Bolshevik party as a petit 
bourgeois Menshe\ ik heretic, his o|)inions remain under a cloud 
in Russia, though lie has, of course, been assigned a limited 
historical role. 

Marx had himself told the Russian socialist Lopatin that he 
considered Chernyshevsky to be a truly original thinker. In fact 
he seems to have been the only Russian thinker for whom Marx 
had enthusiastic words. Lenin in his turn started to sing the 
praises of Chernyshevsky and picked him out as a "remarkably 
profound critic of capitalism', from whose works "breathes the 
spirit of class-warfare,’ He commended him to all and sundry as 
a ‘great teacher’ who had served many as "a guiding star lead¬ 
ing towards Marxism.’ The subsccpicnt Sov iet cult of Cherny¬ 
shevsky is a very instructive and topical study. Most noticeably 
since the early thirties, the highly serious Soviet periodicals 
have devoted a cumulative spate of articles to Chernyshevsky in 
a multitude of aspects. The Large Soviet Encyc lopaedia in 
its long and ponderous article about him spurns up somewhat 
equivocally: ‘He has found the place that he deserved in the 
pantheon of predecessors of Marxist-Lcninist economic theory.’ 
His most voluminous biographer, Yury Stcklov, was ofTicially 
rebuked in 1932 for having exaggerated the picture of Cherny¬ 
shevsky as a pion(*er of scientific socialism in Russia, and was 
informed that the latter had no need of such a false ,and flat¬ 
tering appraisal. But more recently the pendulum has swung in 
the opposite direction. In 1947 the leading Party intellectual 
G. Alexandrov^ was harshly attacked by the fiery Party philo¬ 
sopher Zhdanov (d. 1948) for having failed to devote proper 
attention to the most important Russian predecessors of Marx, 
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and in particular for having said nothing about the originality 
and foresight of Chcrnyshc\’sky in his (Alexandrov’s) history of 
nineteenth-century Western philosopliy. The Soviet Academy 
of Scieyces announced in 1948 that Ghernyshevsky’s works will 
be pubUshed in a new Library of Philosophy which tliey are 
planning, and a number of volumes ]ia\'e already appeared. 

After such a chorus of flattering attentions from Old Testa¬ 
ment Marxians and modern Bolsheviks alike, it is a trifle be¬ 
wildering to find that the paradoxical monarchist, V. Rozanov, 
expressed a still more glowing enthusiasm for Chernyshevsky. 
In his Fallen Leaves (1913) he wrote: ‘Reading him, you feel you 
will never tire, never stand still; he had only a handful of ideas, 
but of promise a whole sheaf of lightnings. . . . He was a Dis¬ 
raeli, who was allowed to go no further than being a novelist. 
Da?hn it, that is fate, and not so much his alone, as Russia’s 
fate! More astonishing still, had he entered the world of affairs, 
W(! should probably liave escaped the misery of theoretical 
Nihilism. . . . Never since Peter the Great have we encountered 
such a figure, whose every hour is breathing, whose every 
minute is alive, and whose every step is taken with solicitude, 
for his country. It is inc onceivable how our lifeless flabby state 
mechanism, wdiich knows not where to find energy and workers, 
did not avail itself of that steam emgine, that electric dynamo.’ 
Rozanov, however, blames Chernyshevsky for not having 
swallowed his pride, for not ‘kissSng the hands of all the gen¬ 
erals’ provided they gave him a responsible government job. 
It is tempting tQ speculate how a deliberate mastery of this 
courtier’s technique' might have changed Chernyshevsky into a 
great administrator, a second S]>eransky under Alexander II ! 
At least the presen? outc ome is significant and it might justify 
more contemporary curicxsily about Chernshevsky outside his 
native land -not only did he find the most diverse chorus of 
admirers in the past (for lie was much more than an intellectual 
drill-sergeant), but his thought, susceptible to various interpre¬ 
tations, continues to play a part in the formation of Soviet 
minds today. 

When contcmj>orary Bolshevik writers place Chernyshevsky 
as a worthy forerunner of Marx and Lenin, they simultaneously 
know how^ to condemn the features in which he differed from 
them as ‘grave errors’, ‘idealistic follies’, excusable only be¬ 
cause of the dark age in which he lived. So anxious indeed are 
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they to dismiss these follies categorically, that they tend to run 
away from the danger of analysing them, nor do they point to the 
probability that Chernyshevsky, like Herzen, was I'amiliar with 
the early works of Marx. He had almost certJiinly r^ad 77 ie 
Commtmist Manifesto^ Bakunin’s translation of which was pub¬ 
lished in Herzen's 7^7/, and the first volume Das Kajfital was 
sent to him in Siberia in 1872^; yet neither before nor after 
Siberia did he express a single authenticated opinion about 
Marx’s work. This is all the more remarkable, since Alexander 
ITs discriminating censorship permitted the publication of 
Marx's Kapital in Russian. To nu'ntion and discuss Marx need 
not therefore ha\e cornpromistxl t'liern}’she\'sky. We might 
escape some chronological obsessions il* we regard him as a 
contemporary rather than as a predc'cessor of Marx (lie was 
only ten years youngcT); and it seems plausible to infer froift his 
silence on tlie subject that he was not profoundly impressed by 
Marx, though he undoubtedly shared a numlier of his ideas, 
derived by both from Hegel, Feuerbach and John Stuart Mill— 
and none the less n jecicd som(‘ of Marx's most important con¬ 
clusions. Clearly he apfiroachcd Marx in method by bringing 
into the limelight the rather obvious l)ut insufficiently analysed 
economic basis of society; he shared Marx's harsh dogmatic 
temper and liis readiness for x iolence; he even sympathized with 
Marx’s own extremely low opinion ol'Russian political capacities 
(that unflattering estimate is cfiscreetly soft-pedalled by most Rus¬ 
sian critics both of Chernyshevsky and of \Iarx). But the points 
in which he flatly contradicts Marx, far from being mere regret¬ 
table accidents, seem to bo among the cardinal parts of his 
teaching. This sliould l)c evident from the i hnmological sur\ ey 
of Chernyshevsky's own mental evolution which I now propose 
to sketch. 

Inability to see Chernyshevsky as a necessary link in the 
chain leading towards Marxism may proxoke his present ideo¬ 
logical watchdogs to repeat their familiar retort about the 
futility of trying to turn back the wheels of history—a conven¬ 
ient medieval way of ex ading further argument, by insisting 
that argument must not conflict wdth an article of faith. The 
only general answ er to this kind of argument, and on a parallel 
devotional level, is to suggest that those who have faith in 
Chernyshevsky at the present historical moment, need not, and 
^ Y. StckJov; J\f, G. Chernyshevskyy vol. i, p. 270, Moscow, 1928. 
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do not, have any similar faith in Marx. Indeed they resort 
to Chernyshex'sky for qualities which Marx never possessed. The 
fact that many educated Russians slill obviously find him more 
attractive than Marx is an encouraging symptom of their unim¬ 
paired discernment. Only the Parly purists demand that this 
feeling *must be interpreted as a logical desire to explore pre¬ 
liminary stages on the high road to Marx. But there are still 
many people—and contemporary Russians will be among them 
—who remain unmoved by doctrines of economic predestina¬ 
tion. They are bound to become aware, iftliey study enough of 
Clhernyshcwsky's neglected wiilings, that his lliought is far 
more complex, horu'st and far-sighted, less monolithic in its 
points of contac t witli Marxism, less dated in its dix ergences 
from Marx, than many of his Soxiet commentators appear to 
rcSi/x, or arc able to admit. 


II 

Chernyshevsky xvas l^orn in 1828 in Saratov, where his father 
served as a highly respected local priest. He received his early 
education in tlie local ecclesiastical seminary, xvhere he showed 
such exceptional ability that he gained admission to St. Peters¬ 
burg University—a rare achiexTment lor a commoner seminar¬ 
ist at that time, and one which proved that the educational 
ladder could even then be climbed to the top by persistent and 
outstanding talent. At the university he plunged xvith whole¬ 
hearted zeal intqa broad study cW'European philosophy, history 
and literature. But fie soon found no his dismay that his chosen 
subjects—far more than any others—xvere distorted and 
cramped by the perfunctory official manner in xvhicli they xvere 
taught. Natural and military science were encouraged and 
rclatix'cly unsliackled, as useful practical and limited subjects, 
whicli did not pry into forf>idden questions. But in all subjects 
alike, any fresh interpretation or free research, which ran coun¬ 
ter to the line laid doxvn by the Goxernment, was rigorously 
banged from the university curriculum. 

Chernyshevsky\s professor in philosophy, a hidebound pedant 
of German origin, displayed a cautious ingratiating cast of 
mind, which might find sympathetic response, mutatis mutandis^ in 
a Soviet university today. This professor treated philosophy, 
not as a search for some form or demarcation of objective truth, 
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but principally as a weapon for defending Government policy 
from any breath of hostile criticism. Airing his x iews in the 
Journal of the Mwistry of National Education (September 1834), in 
an article which reminds one strangely of So\’iet Party philo¬ 
sophers laying down the latest ideological requirements in the 
journal Bolshevik, he described the study ol* philosophy as a very 
important activity ‘because it can preserve us Russians from the 
ruinous consequences of false education, that monstrous birth 
of our period, which like a moral disease infects and damages 
more and more the social body of decrepit Europe’. His \'iew of 
false education had at least the merit of crystal-clear simplicity; 
it meant any education otlicr than that promotc'd by tlie Russian 
Government at that time. It should be noted that in 1826, after 
the Decembrist rc^volt, the government abolished the Chair of 
philosophy at Mosc(uv University. In Petersburg, where the e^ er- 
w’atchful eyes ofthe'Esar could betterguard against the seductions 
of philosophic thought, the Chair was allowed to remain, but it 
w'as carefully filled, according to the Prussian example, by a 
philosopher wliose outlook favoured the autocratic state and 
orthodox religion. 

No wonder that Chernyshevsky, like many other intellectuals 
of his time, felt crushed under this ossifi(*d mental (mvironment 
and goaded into uncompromising rebellion against it. But the 
conflict within him appears to have been complicated, gradual 
and continuous. While he w'as still a believing Christian he 
wrote indignantly to his pious father about the lectures of the 
Petersburg Theology professor'^ ‘Can an intelligent man, under¬ 
standing the present position of Christianity, and of the Ortho¬ 
dox Church in particular, who realizes that it is no longer a 
matter of fighting Greek or Roman paganism, or Papism, 
wliich were all discredited long ago, but of struggling against 
vague deists and Hegelians—knowing that most of his hearers 
are not too firmly grounded in Christian teaching as a result of 
their bad education—how can he w^aste time in futile com¬ 
mentaries and meaningless rhetorical phrases about w^hat was 
written in the preface to some Greek Father’s book? No<- one 
fresh word, not a single clearly demonstrated argument, only 
naked empty speeches, explaining nothing and leading no¬ 
where! It is pitiful and terrible when one reflects that these 
hundreds of young people, hearing not one efficient word in 
support of their religion, lacking the strength or the desire to 
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study the sources for themselves, will have to remain stuck 
either in their Pharisaical faith or in their sincere unbelief—and 
may even turn into sceptics for life!’ 

Coul^l this be the same university, the intellectual centre of a 
mighty Empire, which Chernshevsky had pictured in such 
glowing* colours from the quiet backwater of his provincial 
Saratox^? His letters to his parents arc soon sprinkled with scath¬ 
ing comments about icarnc'd people nf whom we have a far 
greater number than literate ones', about the I.atin professor 
who would find life unbearable without the existence of irregu¬ 
lar verbs. He reluctantly came to the conclusion that if he had 
s|)ent one hundred roubles on books to be sent to his home in 
Saratox', he could have learned more and spent much less of 
his parents' sc anty income than he had done by uprooting 
hinftelfin order to live ])recariously in expensix e Petersburg and 
listen to useless stereotyped univcTsity lectures. He consoled him¬ 
self xvith the thought that the famous critic Belinsky, liis idol 
at that time, had fared none the worse for haxing left Mos¬ 
cow University witltoul a degree and xvithout passing a single 
examination. 

Acutely disappoint(‘d by the gross intellectual stagnation 
xvhich he so uncwpectcdly found in the capital, he began to 
reflect more searchingly about the total effect which the novelty 
of higher European ediu ation had produced in Russian minds. 
‘Has any scientific genius ever artsen in Russia?’ he wrote to 
his friend Pypin. ‘People com])lcte their course of study, and 
off they go! But |iardly one soul* 10 X 05 learning for the sake of 
learning, and not merely as a means of xvinning a diploma. And 
can it be that only xvhatever is unfit for Europe is brought ox cr 
from there to us? I.c¥)k at the list of members of the Academy, of 
professors at the university; more than half are foreigners. But, 
abox'c all, x\ hat liave Russians contributed to the sum of human 
knoxvledge? Alas! nothing; and xvhat has learning imported 
from abroad contributed to Russian life? Also nothing. Thank 
heaven, European science is young, only one and a half cen¬ 
turies, old.! At least Leibnitz, Descartes and Newton really 
lived in the seventeenth century. . . . But is it possible that our 
Russian mission in life is confined to maintaining a standing army 
of one and a half million soldiers, to being able to conquer 
Europe if wc want to, like the Huns, like the Mongols? Surely 
the existence of such peoples is a wretched one. Rabid and 
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raging, they passed across like a storm, destroying everything, 
burned, imprisoned, plundered, and that is all. Are we also 
destined to be like they were—to be all-powerful in the political and 
military sphere, hut barren and futile in every other aspect of national 
life? 

If that is so, it would be better nc\ er to be born th&n to be 
born a Hun, Attila, Genghiz Khan or Tamcrlaine, or one of 
their warriors or subjects. Let us hope lor the contrary, that 
Russians will not enter political history as plunderers, as Huns 
and Mongols—but as sax iours—sax ioiirs from the yoke of the 
Mongols whom we held i>ack, whom w(* walled off from Europe 
—and from the other yoke, that of the IVencli and Napoleon. 
We should also become conciliators and saviours in the world of 
science and faith. Let us swear to be so but what is the use of 
an oath? Does God need words and not will-power? Lev. us 
decide firmly and with all the strength of our soul to work in 
order to end that epoch in which science was foreign to our 
mental life, to stop science from remaining a stranger's cloak, 3, 
melancholy monkeyhood for us. . . . If w'(? can thus contribute 
not to the ephemeral glory but to the eternal good of our 
country, what can be higher or more desirable than that?’^ 

The abortive European revolutions of 1848 broke out while 
he was still studying at the Uni\'crsity. He followed them with 
passionate concern, and their failure seems to have pushed him 
towards any extreme course whicli held out better hopes of 
putting re\'olutionaries into power, n'gardless of* their methods 
and ultimate aims. ‘From February 1848 till now,’ he WTote in 
his diary (8 September 1848), ‘I feel more drawn to politics and 
believe more and more firmly in an ultra-socialist outlook. The 
chief object of my worship is Louis Blanc (jvhom 1 have hardly 
read at all) and to whose following I belong. Feuerbach, 
Proudhon and Lcdru-Rolland also appeal tf) me, but the latter 
seems rather, or \ ery much, out of date.’ We may w ell wonder 
how^ he came to worship I.ouis Blanc w^hen he had neither met 
him nor read his wwks, but this is typiccil of Chernyshevsky, 
who, though he read voraciously, never hesitated to make up 
his mind from a rapid general impression. Nevertheless, the 
French thinkers’juristic maze of .subtle distinctions, and their 
preoccupation with the form rather than the functions of 
government, intensely irritated him. Even when he agreed 
^ Y. Steklov: JV'. G. Chernyshevsky, vol. i, p. 18. 
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with them, they struck him as superficial, pedantic, and side¬ 
tracking the main issue: ‘Gentlemen, you think the matter 
depends on the word republic, but there is no power in that 
word, \yhat matters is to reliex e the lower class from slavery, not 
to law, but to tlie inevitability of things, as Louis Blanc says— 
so thaf'it may cat, drink, marry, educate children, feed its 
family, grow ci\ ilized, and not turn men into corpses or desper¬ 
adoes—and women into prostitutes for the sake of money. I do 
not care a rap for tliose peoj)le who shout Freedom, Freedom— 
and there it ends. Freedom for what? Tlic word is spoken and 
written down in the laws, but it is not brought to liie. It is no 
question of whether there sliould be a Tsar or not, but a ques¬ 
tion of social relations, of whether (me class should suck the 
blood of another.’ (Diary, i8 Seplember 1848.) 

Chernyshewsky confided to his diary many (jf the inner con¬ 
flicts through whicli lie was passing at this time. I will illustrate 
them by quoting two obviously sincere passages, both wriilen 
within a year of each other. It is only fair to their author to 
observe that the second of these (‘iitries flatly contradicts the 
first, and that tlie first contradicts itsc'lf: ‘I l^egin to think that a 
republic is the best and only form of government worthy of an 
adult human being. This opinion is taken from the French, but 
I add to it my former ancient deep-rooted conviction that there 
is nothing more ruinous for the lower class than the domination 
of any one class ov('r another—atid my hatred in principle for 
any kind of aristocracy—for the quintessence of such a govern¬ 
ment rather thaij for its form anfl rule. . . . You want equality, 
but will there be equality between* a weak person and a strong 
one, between rich and poor, between a dcxeloped mind and a 
primitive one? Nof and if you admit conflict between tliem, 
then of course the weak, poor and ignorant will be enslax ed.’ 

To improve this situation, which he admitted to be natural, 
but which his unconquerable Christian conscience condemned, 
Chernyshex'sky prescribed the following strangely conserva¬ 
tive remedy. ‘Therefore 1 think that the only, and possibly 
the l^cst form of rule, is an autocracy or better still a here¬ 
ditary limited monarchy, but one w^hich understands its 
function, that it must stand above all classes, and is specially 
created for the protection of oppressed people, w hose interests it 
defends. It must act with energy and conviction, and it must 
know of course that its role is temporary and dual; first, it 
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must champion the lower class, not in the sense of discrimina¬ 
ting against the other classes, but because the lower class needs 
more protection in matters of taxation, legal proceedings, etc.; 
secondly, because it is obliged to prepare for the realization of 
future equality—not formal but real—of that class with the 
higher one—equality in means of li\'ing, in order to raise it up 
to the level of the higher. Peter the CJrcat acted thus in my 
opinion, but such a po\v(T must realize it is temporary, that it is 
a means, not an end.’ (i8 September 184R.) 

But now let us turn to what he wrote on 20 January 1850. 
‘About a year ago, 1 tliought it would be best of all if autocracy 
sustained us in its embrace till the end of the de\ elopment of 
the democratic spirit within us, in order that when popular 
government started, go\ erriment dv facto and dc jure would pass 
into the hands of the lowest and most numerous class. Thus we 
should be sa\'ed any transition between autocratic rule (ours in 
any case) and a government which would observe and de\ elop 
the interests ofthe mass of the people. FA'idenlly I tlien belie\ed 
that an autocracy sincerely tries to prexent the Ijigher classes 
from trampling down the lower ones, that it is the opposite to 
aristocracy—but now I am convinced of the contrary. The 
monarch, especially an absolute monarch, is only the pinnacle 
of an aristocratic hierachy to whicli he belongs body and soul. 
It is the same as if the lop of that pyramid were the monarch 
himself So now I say, “Perisl; I—the sooner the better; let the 
people enter into their rights unprepared, or prepared only by a 
time of struggle. Until you fall,»they cannot be prepared . . . but 
at present they regard their main oppressor as their protector, 
and think he is a sacred being.” ’ 

There is nothing intrinsically new about Chernyshevsky’s 
struggle to resolve his political doubts. It follows the same 
pattern as that of many other vigorous Russian personalities 
who revolted desperately against a leaden xveight of frustration 
which they felt in themselves and tended to ascribe exclusively 
to defects in the Russian social order. It is idle to speculate on 
whether Chernyshevsky, had he lived today, would have seen 
Stalin and the upper crust of the Communist party in the same 
lurid light as he saw' Nicolas I and his somewhat less inflexible 
bureaucracy. But in several w'ays his vague revolutionary ardour 
with its childlike optimism about the rosy future, is more akin 
to Bakunin’s anarchist dreams than it is to Marx or Lenin. 



N. G. CHERNYSHEVSKY 183 

He also shares Bakunin’s weakness in detailed constructive 
innovation. And although he called himself at this time a red 
republican, he seems already to have felt the anarchist’s tem¬ 
peramental revulsion against any authoritative slate or govern¬ 
ing class. When questioned about his immediate political aims, 
he replij'd that if he were in command he would at once an¬ 
nounce the liberation of the serfs, dismiss half the army and 
very soon curtail as much as possible the whole administrative 
and governmental power. 

Ha\'ing taken his bachelor’s degree at Petersburg University 
in 1850, he returned to liis native Saratov with an appointment 
to teach the Russian language and literature at ihc^local high 
school. But his mind had by then matured and hardened; 
firmly convinced that he had a militant mission to influence 
evemls, lie was determined to find a batth ground wider than 
the humdrum routine of a provincial teacher’s life. In 1853 he 
returned to Petersburg, and the following year saw the delivery 
of his doctoral dissertation ‘The Aesthetic Relation of Art to 
Reality’. This was a dreary though closely-reasoned essay 
written in the stuffy and tortuous jxdemical jargon so fashion¬ 
able at that time. He later admitted that it was almost entirely 
a rehash ol'Feuerbach’s left-wing Hegelianism (censorship for- 
bcide the mention of Feuerbach’s name). But the dissertation 
caused a stir in radical circles by its bold uncompromising tone. 
Nekrasov met Chernyshevsky shoiily alierwards, and in 1855 he 
invited him to become Assistant Editor of The Contemporary, 
This editorial post served as liistspring-board to fame and to 
subsequent ruin. * 


III 

Though Chernyshevsky had started his career as a student of 
literature and philosophy, he impressed his admirers most by 
his encyclopaedic and readily applicable knowledge of Euro¬ 
pean Irfstory and political economy. Fundamentally he ap¬ 
pealed to them in his self-imposed role of an intrepid reformer 
and ifian of action, an original teacher, who had broken with 
narrow' academic specialization without succumbing to a diffuse 
and tepid dilettantism, as too many of his contemporaries did. 
Seen in this light, his enthusiasm, mental brilliance and moral 
courage temporarily covered up his many errors of judgement. 
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The' latte'i* were of course visible to his official opponents, but 
they were properly understood only by a few of the more im¬ 
partial and far-si^lited intellectuals, as they were by Turgenev. 
Mucli of wliat he wrote for The Contemporary was journalism, and 
is quite unreadable today, but it was efficient journalism for its 
time, reaching the more polemical Russian equivalent of the 
best Times leader standard in England. Now tliat tlie feverish 
topical controversies in which he was embroiled have long 
since died out, Chernyslievsky*s sporadic flashes of insight 
stand out all the more sharply as an example, and perhaps a 
warning, to his more fortunate successors. A fliir-minded 
modern student of Clhernyshevsky's writings cannot fail to be 
struck by liis integrity, conseculixe clarity in argument and 
cool-headed sobriety under extreme proxocation, as much as 
by his fanatical one-sidedness and mule-like obstinacy, wlie 
former qualities, wliich seem more admirable in the long run, 
arc unfortunately rarer among Russian rex'olutionary thinkers 
than the latter, wliich we know well enough. 

By the time lur joined The Contemporary, Chernyshevsky had 
already decided to be a lighter, if nt'cessary a martyr, Ibr tlie 
cause of radical social reform. And in his own emphatic way 
he had already dixided reformers into two groups, distin¬ 
guished, not by divergent political ])rogrammi*s, but by differ¬ 
ences of temperament, tactics, and intensity of conviction. He 
had no doubt about the grojp to which he himself belonged. 
‘Some,’ lie wtoIc, ‘seeing their efforts l)locked by^ a handful of 
people who derive adx antageumd profit from the existing state 
(jf affairs, think it is necessary to persuade* and conx ince these 
people that they should act differently and co-operate with the 
aims of the reformers. But others conclude tliat eloquence and 
truth are powerless in dealing with any person w hen tliey oppose 
his own advantage, and that sincere progressives must maintain 
only one unchanging attitude* towards such people, an attitude 
of implacable hostility, l’ht*sc are the rexolutionarics.’ This last 
remark sounds thoroughly up to date, and may help us to 
account for Chernyshevsky’s present popularity with the Com¬ 
munist party'. 

The reading public of The Contemporary, regardless of its 
politics, xvas quickly swayed by the burning sincerity, practical 
bent and clear responsible lone of Chernyshex^sky’s articles. 
His main contribution in 1856 consisted of his Essays on the 



N. G. CHKRNYSHEVSKY 


185 

Gogol Period of Russian Literature^ which lie modestly and rather 
misleadingly described as a restatement of Belinsky’s teaching. 
In spite of their literary title, these essays were full-blooded 
socialist propaganda, quite thinly disguised. Tliey preached, 
but much more categorically than Belinsky, the strict duty of 
imaginarive literature to serve as an intellectual weapon for 
inspiring life with principles of social conduct. Their tone was 
lofty, but monotonously harsh and indignant; they often be¬ 
trayed tlic spiritually hollow ring of the Puritan killjoy, though 
they were certainly devoid of Puritan humbug. By overstating 
the case for (iogol and pouring cold water on Pushkin, these 
essays may be held partly resjMmsible for pushing^ so many 
younger Russian writers under the crushing influence of Gogol 
in his most per\erse and gloomy style, obsessed with morbid 
self-<<inalysis and piling up re]>ulsive realistic d('.tail from the 
ugliest underworld of Russian life- not the exuberant and 
sensiti\’e Gogol who wrote Taras Bidha or the whimsically 
poetic (iogol of The Old-world Landowners^ but the bitter frust¬ 
rated (jrogol ol’ The Overcoat, 

Chernyshevsky, who had previously shown such fine dis¬ 
crimination in his critique ol' Tolstoy’s Childhood^ was by this 
time irrevocably vowx‘d to the conduct of a crusade against 
what he called the ejncurcan tendency in literature. Even 
the Radical Nekrasov showed misgivings at this point, and 
began to puzzle how he could continue to l uii Chernyshexsky 
in double harness with his far more eminent non-political 
literary contributors, who includes! Tolstoy, Turgenev and the 
poet Fet. In onc*of his letters to Turgenev, Nekrasov stated 
bluntly, ‘Chernyshevsky is an eflicient and useful fellow;, but 
extremely prejudicejl; he des|)ises, if he docs not hate, the 
more elegant kind of literature, and has manag(*d in the l ourse 
of a single year to give the w hole paper an impression of one¬ 
sidedness and monotony.’ 

'rurgcne\’, jxftcr se\eral meetings, began to detest Cherny¬ 
shevsky,* deeri bed him as a snake and his disciple Dobroliubov 
as a cobra, He ended by refusing to write another line for The 
Contemporary, after a far-fetched review’ by Dobroliubov of his 
novel On the Eve had appeared in its columns. Though Herzen, 
whom he visited once in London, respected him far more than 
Turgenev did, he nicknamed Chernyshevsky and Dobroliubov 
‘the jaundiced ones’ and wrote of them in The Bell: ‘In spite of 
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eighteen centuries of Christian contrition, the world is prone to 
pagan joys and will not stand indefinitely those Petersburg 
Daniels, solemnly reproving people because they can dine 
without gnashing their teeth, or, while admiring a picture or a 
piece of music, can forget the miseries of this world.’ 

IV 

In 1857 Chernyshex'sky handed over the entire literary side of 
his work to Dobroliubov, with the avowed object of devoting 
himself wholly to the political and social sections of The Con¬ 
temporary, The impending abolition of serfdom was the main 
topic of the day. He approached this thorny subject as much 
from an economic as liom an ethical standpoint. In considering 
only the economic ad\ antages of emancipation, he maintak.ed, 
there should be enough sound reasons to disabuse tliose short¬ 
sighted landowners who imagine that tlieir profits depend on 
the preserx ation of serfdom, ^’et lh(‘ argument of greater eco¬ 
nomic efficiency, which finally conxinced so many people, 
ncx er satisfied Chernyshevsky as sufiicient in itself. He always 
set equitable distribution higlier than maximum output. This 
later became a xital principle of Russian agrarian socialism, 
and one xvliich he was the first to formulate clearly. In refusing 
to admit that human xvelfare should ever be sacrilied to intensi¬ 
fied production, he constantly argued lliat it was belter for the 
degree of economic development to remain loxver so long as it 
belonged to a healthy type of development. 

This priority of’ mcjral oxer economic conxiction is alone 
sufficient to explain wliy Chernyshexsky could ncxer be a full¬ 
blown Marxian, and liow he found himself defending the mir 
and the artel^ ancient semi-autonomous institutions normally 
loved by patriarchal cxjnserx alives, but xvhich for a long time 
charmed many Russian socialists as xvell. In substance, both the 
feudal economy of the past, and the large-scale industrial 
economy of mid-nineteenth century Europe, seemed almost 
equally odious to him. ‘The whole difference between a slave 
and a hired workman’, he wrote, ‘is that the slave receixes 
compensation in kind and the hired workman in cash; the slave 
gets lodgings, the workman gets money, out of which he must 
find a lodging. . . . Whether the value of the product of his 
labour is high or low, affects him as little as it docs a slave. . . . 
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Therefore we can conclude that while there is a huge moral and 
juridical difference between a slave and a hired workman, there 
is no specific economic difference in their relation to production. 
If the labour of a hired workman is more productive than the 
labour of a slave, it is due to the fact that a free person is superior 
in his nft)ral and mental development, and thus he works more 
intelligently and conscientiously.’ {Sovremennik^ No. i, i860.) 

At such moments (Jhernyslievsky blissfully forgot that any 
expansion of the elementary Russian economy demanded a 
vast labour-force of unskilled drudges. He praised Peter the 
Great unstintingly, but lie omitted to mention that St. Peters¬ 
burg was built at the price of the exhaustion, sickngss or death 
of thousands of state serfs, who laid its granite foundations in 
bare unhealthy Finnish marshes. Without claiming that all the 
taAs of slaves could be performed in future by machinery, he 
argued that the growing complexity of the machine will no 
longer tolerate the cruder handling of a slave. But here he 
seems to have drawn no distinction between the elementary 
common sense needed to operate a modern fool-proof machine, 
and the elaborate training plus initiative needed to design or 
make one. Since he looked forward to a future when every 
Russian would sing at his work—what Fourier charmingly 
named ‘le travail attrayant’—one is tempted to wonder w^hat he 
would have thought about the indispensable part still played by 
convict labour in the more highly mechanized Soviet economy 
of today. 

At times Chernyshevsky was c*ndid enough about the chinks 
in his own doctrinal armour, espocially on the economic side. 
For instance, in the same article, at the outset of an argument to 
show that compulsory labour of any kind w^as contrary to 
natural economic laws, he hastily corrects himself by adding 
that to talk about natural economic laws makes very little sense, 
nor need what is natural be any recommendation. Then he 
follows this up by relapsing rather lamely into an outburst of 
categorical assertion about the deeper human instincts govern¬ 
ing economics: ‘Personal interest is the main motive force of 
production. This personal interest consists in striving to possess 
things. Thus the energy of labour, i,e. efficiency of output, is 
commensurate with the producer’s right of ownership over the 
product. It follows that production is most satisfactory when 
the product is the property of the producer. . . . E\ cryone digs 
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more zealously in his own kitchen-garden tlian in a stranger’s.’ 
(‘Capital and Labour’, Sovremennik^ i860.) 

To do Chernysh(‘\sky justice, he ne\ cr suggested that this 
crude labour theory of xalue could be useiUlly applied to 
modern large-sc ale industry, where the final product can only 
be the result of many people’s contributions to a mulfitude of 
processes. He aj)plied it solely to agriculture in Russia and in 
order to stiengihen the case for a larger number of private 
peasant holdings, so that c\cry member of' the /mr as a com¬ 
munal agricultural worker should simultaneously become a 
small landowru‘1-. He none the less \ igorously defended the r/iir 
as a stabilizing counier-wc'ight against cut-throat competition, 
as ‘a traditional organization which could maintain the bene¬ 
ficial princi{)le of communal land-ownership and sa\ e us Irom 
the terrible ulcer of proletarianisrn in our \ illagc populatit>n’. 
In 1861 he went so I'ar as to plead that the genernment should 
enact furtlier laws to sa\e the w///‘ IVom disintc'grating, and he 
obser\'cd regretfully but honestly: ‘riu* ccjmnuTcial-minded 
peasant of today will certainly try sooner or latc'r to buy a 
decent piece of land as his full hereditary property.’ 

Chernyshevsky’s v iews about the distribution of wealth con¬ 
tain some revealing side-lights, thougli in principle they do 
little more than echo the stale and discivdited Iclicific calculus 
of Bentham. ‘The most satisfactory way of* distributing goods’, 
writes Cliernyshcvsky like a luithful disc iple, ‘is that by virtue 
of which a given quantity of goods produces the maximum 
quantity of well-being or s;Hisfaction.’ None the less these 
trite parrot-like statements do not vitiate his enduring belief 
that a reasonably just distribution (‘to each according to his 
needs’) of available capital and goods, was a worthier aim than 
any v ulgar self-satisfied surfeit of national prosperity. He de¬ 
precated, for instance, the ugly and lop-sided industrial expan¬ 
sion of early nineteenth-century England. ‘For a democrat our 
Siberia, where ordinary'^ people live well in their own way, 
stands much higher than England, where the majority, with all 
its wealth, live badly.’ Of course he liad heard accounts of 
England’s squalid pov'crty and the child-laljour in her new 
industrial slums. But it was equally inconceivable to Cherny- 
shevsky (who had never seen any) that poor artisans, after 
becoming prosperous, could continue to live just as crudely and 
wretchedly as some of the prosperous merchants or officials 
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whom they envied. Preoccupied with the exceptional economic 
inequalities of a relatively ricli nineteenth-century Western 
Europe, he shut out from his mind tlje li\ ing heritage of her 
more civilized past, and failed to open his (ryes to the expanding 
economic amelioration which Euroj^ean and American indus¬ 
try wer(* building u[) Ibr tlie futiin? iKmefit of* the whole world. 
His natural moral indignation at the ugly contrast between 
superfluous wealth and grinding poverty, between gluttony and 
star\'ation, merely proxoked Iiim to make a drastically Puri¬ 
tanical (U'onomic prescription: ‘Until all memltcrs of society 
have their basic ne<'ds satisfitd, any labour usc‘d in pnxlucing 
things which satisfy more refined needs, less necessary.for health, 
is used unreasonably, superfluously and un|irodiicti\ (‘ly. E\ cry 
working day used lor the satisfaction of cajuiccs or luxury is a 
los?for the productitm of things wliich satisfy essential ni'eds.* 
Herzen, d(\s])ite his respiH:t for UhernysJicx sky, could not abide 
him in this r(“)le of a‘Petersburg Daniel’, a Savonarola denoun¬ 
cing the glorious Medicis, It is true that Uliern\sh('vsky found 
it hard to distinguish l)etw(‘en genuint* spiritual (ultiire and 
the frills of idle luxury, between creative beauty and insolent 
ostentation. 

Notwithstanding his contem|)t for immoderate wi'alth, he 
was most emphatic in attributing e\ery social e\il to the root 
cause of poxerty. MoiTover he found the underlying cause of 
poverty, not in the improxiderur of the poor, nor in the in¬ 
calculable rigours of nature, but in a man-made social and 
economic systeii^ which deprived the poor of incentix e to im¬ 
prove their lot l)y working harder. Not the personalities, but 
the system was to blame, for it corrupted e\en the most per¬ 
sonally honest pe(>^)le who struggU'd against it. One of his 
suppressed articles makes a \ery plausible attempt to identify 
this ‘system’ with the Russian Govt'rnrnent, but in the end it 
partly defeats his intention, for after lifting tlie lid off govern¬ 
mental institutions, it unexpectedly fastens the maximum guilt 
on the Russian methods and motives undi'rlying them. 

‘Wjioevcr says “pov erty of the people” also says “the govern¬ 
ment is bad.” . . . Our government servants are irresponsible to 
everyone and everything in the world (*xcept to their superiors. 
Since they are absolutely dependent upon them, they arc 
absolutely at their mi'rcy. If a man has no choice, but is forced 
to act against his conscience in any case, he may as well do so 
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with profit to himself. . . . Therefore it must be made possible 
for government servants to carry out the law with impunity. 
And, in order to achie\ c this purpose, government service must 
cease to be. shrouded in secrecy; it must be open before the 
eyes of society, so that society can express its own opinion about 
every official action of every official person.’ Russians have 
been called a lazy apathetic crowd, C^hernyshevsky protests, 
but how can you expect productive energy from a person w ho is 
never allowed to sliow energy in protecting his work, person¬ 
ality or property from arbitrary interference. ^You cannot bring 
up a man to be alert in the fields, if in his own hut he is confined 
to scratching the back of his head and crossing his legs. He will 
be just as much a clumsy oaf when liis liand is on the plough.’ 

‘Of course our people are poor, and does not everyone know 
that public well-being will only develop when people becrftne 
industrious and frugal? But a man can only work zealously 
when no one interferes with him or deprives him of the fruits of 
his labour. He can only be frugal when lie knows he is saving 
for himself and his family, and not for the sake of some beast of 
prey. If he has no such assurances, a man will liurry to spend— 
probably on \odka—what little money he can gain.’^ It is 
rather odd to find the famous re\'olutionary praising such tra¬ 
ditional bourgeois \irtues, and condemning any go\'ernmental 
‘.system’ which discourages their pursuit, but [lerhaps that goes 
to show how artificially Chefnyshevsky has been understood. 

In discussing agricultural reform, Clhernyshcvsky confessed 
that he had changed his mincf and grown ashamed of his own 
previously exaggerated prafees of the mir {Sovremciuiik^ No. 12, 
1858). He admitted that the mystic Slavophil adoration of the 
mir^ as some sacrosanct uniquely Russian pioduct, had become 
a farce. Other European countries possessed similar institutions 
when their society was still patriarcluil or feudal. Other Asiatic 
countries possessed them still. It was no credit to Russians that 
they had preserved intact this relic of antiquity, while it had 
vanished wherever education advanced. That only helped to 
prove how backward Russia was. The rnir itself was hardly free 
from blame for the wretched state of Russian agriculture—the 
ignorance and apathy of the peasants, the lack of liquid capital, 
the abominable roads—but, despite all that, the mir had a 

^ ‘Zaprcshchcnnye T.senzuroi Teksty N. Chernyslicvskovo’, Literaiumoe 
Naslyedstvo, No. 3, p. 90, Moscow, 1932. 
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compensating balance of merit which could not be secured in 
any other way. It automatically prevented speculative mer¬ 
chants from buying up agricultural land from poor or greedy 
villagci;s. It guaranteed a piece of land for every peasant to till, 
a subsistence which might rise to plenty in abundant years; 
though *of course it could neither ensure a good harvest nor 
prevent sporadic famine. 

‘We are. disgusted’, wrote Chernysh(‘vsky, ‘by the observa¬ 
tions of our out-of-date economists, who say that our bad agri¬ 
culture could be remedied by the application of a local poultice 
—the abolition oi‘ ;/z/r-owncrship and the substitution for it of 
personal land-tenure. We must first take steps to .secure effi¬ 
cient administration and honest law-courts; then even mir- 
ownership will not hinder the impro\ cmcnt of our agriculture, 
bcCausc then our po\'c?rty will disappear, and those conditions 
will come into being without wliich no system of land-holding 
can ever be made satisfactor>\’ 

V 

ChernysheAsky’s revolutionary zeal did not prex ent him from 
occasionally praising the Tsar’s wisdom. He wrote in The Con¬ 
temporary (No. 2, 1858): ‘The one deed of abolishing serfdom 
will bless the period of Alexander II with the highest glory in 
the world. He will be the* only so\ ereign in Europe who volun¬ 
tarily freed his own subjects.’ But two years later Cherny- 
shevsky switchecj ox er to the opposite extreme in a furious letter 
which he wrote to Herzen in London : ‘What does this mean?’ 
he demands; ‘Instead of fierce denunciations of falsehood, there 
are borne to us from the banks of the Thames hymns of praise 
to Alexander II.... The liberal landcwners, liberal littc 5 ratcurs, 
liberal professors, lull you with hopes in the progressix-c aims of 
our government. . . . But this is how the matter really stands. 
At the^end of the reign of Nicolas I, cx eryone sincerely loving 
Russia came to the conclusion that only by force could human 
rights be-seized by the people from the Tsar’s grip, that only 
those rights are stable which are conquered—for whatever is 
given as a gift can also be taken away again.’^ 

^ The authenticity of this letter has been disputed, but we have the autho¬ 
rity of M. Lemke in attributing it to Ghernyshevsky. (Herzen: Pofnoe 
Sobranirey vol. 10, p. 224.) 
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Herzen had the good grace to print this angry letter anony¬ 
mously in The Bell^ and in an accompanying editorial he 
printed his own answer. Those who read both must have felt 
at once what a deep spiritual gulf separated the aristocratic 
rebel from tlic plebeian rc\olutionary. ‘\Vc difl'er from you,* 
wrote Herzen, ‘hardly in our ends but in our means, not in our 
principles but in our manner of operating. . . . Your integrity is 
understandable to us, it is close to our heart. . . . But we will 
not call for the axe as the ultima ratio, so long as there remains 
one vestige of reasonable hope for a solution without the axe. 
The further I look into the western world, into the chain of 
CN'cnts wlijch brouglit Europe to us Russians, the more there 
rises up in me a disgust for all bloody re\'olutions; sometimes 
they arc inevitable, and the social organism thus rids itself of 
chronic diseases by acts of violence and flaming hatred. Buf 'wc 
Russians arc not in that state; we do not need to be; w^here 
have wc that vicious circle which can only l)e cut with the axe? 
Deficient confidence in our own constructive powers, that is our 
worst misfortune, and most remarkable of all—that lack of 
sclf-confidcncc exists equally in the go\ernment, the nobility 
and the peasantry.* 

Chernyshevsky followed the same course as Herzen, and a 
number of the Slaxophils, in strenuously adv ising the Govern¬ 
ment to hand over extra land to the peasants without piling up 
on them still heavier finanefal burdens. But the Government 
finally adopted the contrary principle, according to which all 
land added to the rnir out oPthe landlords’ ^states had to be 
redeemed by the ])easants through yearly payments spread out 
ov^r a period of forty-nine years. They could escape these pay¬ 
ments only if they accepted a lot about fOne quarter of the 
standard size—the paupers’ lot, it was called. Moreover the 
state peasants (about one lialf of the total) w'cre granted larger 
holdings than the landlords’ peasants, who bitterly resented 
such arbitrary discrimination. It is indisputable that the re¬ 
demption dues were a mill-stone round the necks of the already 
disgruntled peasants, many of whom had pinned theii; hopes on 
a much more sweeping and less half-hearted settlement. 

Nevertheless Chernyshev^sky w'as asking for trouble when, 
nettled by the Government’s neglect of his w^arnings, he started 
not only to attack in print the economic provisions of the 
settlement—which sensible people almost unanimously fi und 
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inadequate—but also to vilify the personal character and motives 
of the landlords and Government committees. The man who 
foamed at the moutli about serfdom, pronounced it to be the 
sole ca^ise of the Stenka Razin and PugacluK’ revolts, who indis¬ 
criminately branded all Russian landlords as idlers and para¬ 
sites, ahd all local government officials, including the law- 
courts and the police, as riddled with corruption, could hardly 
expect mercy from the authorities when the time came for them 
to strike. Sexeral landowners denounced Ghernyshevsky in 
letters to the Ministry of Internal Afl’airs. Tliey accused him— 
and the accusation was true—of stirring up class-hatred in the 
country, of doing his utmost to inspire the peasants with ground¬ 
less suspicion and distrust for the intentions of the Government 
committees. The Ministry thereupon ordered the Censorship 
Cflhimittee to produce a report on the activities of The Con- 
temporary. The censors, whether deliberately or not, luid gi\en 
Chernyshevsky enough rope w-ith wdiich to hang himself. Their 
cautious report confirmed that this journal had been in places 
carried away by ‘Western sophistries’, especially by ‘that 
striving to reduce to economic lerms all the jirinciples of exis¬ 
tence, not excluding the moral ones’. Meanw'hilc the March 
issue of The Contemporary had aj)peared without a single word of 
comment on the Emancipation Edict (3 March 1861)—except a 
perfunctory factual statement in the internal review section. 
Chernyshevsky had reached the s^age at w^hich he preferred to 
express his resentment by stony silence. 

'riie extent tj which he waX irnplicatcxl in underground 
agitation against the Government*, and w^hcther he wrote or 
inspired the illicitly printed ‘Appeal to the Landowmers’ 
Peasants’, are matUTS of controversy. His most conscientious 
recent biographer, Yury Stcklov, has no doubt that he WTotc 
this inflammatory document. But his open activities as a 
journalist more than suffice to explain his arrest in 1862, and, 
from the Government’s point of view, his treasonable intentions 
justified his trial and deportation to Siberia, where he re¬ 
mained in exile for twenty years. He w'as finally convicted on 
the general charge of‘plotting for the o\'erthrow of the existing 
order’. The more specific charges brought against him could 
not be substantiated,’ and much of the evidence for them is said 

' But this could also prove Chernyshevsky\s skill in covering up his 
tracks. (See M. Lemkc, Herzen: Potnoe Sobraniye, vol. 16, p. 75.) 
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to have been fabricated by the police.^ The sinister reputation 
of the Tsarist police is thus confirmed once more, but at the 
price of diminishing Chernyshevsky’s stature as an active 
revolutionary. c 


vr 

In their natural desire to do full justice to martyred free- 
thinking Russians prior to the So\ ict period, Soviet historians 
sometimes create the misleading impression that the Tsarist 
censorship was infinitely more cramping than their own. In 
Clicrnyshevsky’s case—leaving out of account liis own skill in 
circumlocution—the censors treated his articles with quite 
surprising leniency. Of course a number were suppressed and 
many more were cut, but he was far from being silenced, even 
when his articles were acutely embarrassing or hostile to Govern¬ 
ment policy. Oddly enough, among the suppressed articles, 
first published since the October Revolution, tliere is one which 
contains a glowing personal tribute from ClK'rnyshcvsky to the 
censorship staff. Perhaps the censors stopped it tlirougli fear of 
whatmight happen to themselves by drawing such embarrassing 
attention to their leniency. 

Chernyshevsky starts this article by quoting from a letter 
written to the official Journal de St. Pclersbourg. Tn addition to the 
disease of silence, wc suffer from the paralysis of indifference to 
public affairs. We even transform both these defects into C(jm- 
fortablc cjualities, so long as we remain enclosed behind our 
Chinese wall. Consequently the revulsion whi^h wc feel against 
speech, and against the printed word in general, is only equalled 
by the immensity of our bad faith when we blame governmental 
rigidity, or the so-called exaggerated severity of the censors, for 
our own inexcusably tepid and spineless attitude, and its fatal 
effect on our social interests. It is all the more incomprehensible 
and strange that such apathy should prevail in a young, physi¬ 
cally and morally healthy country, with an enlightened Govern¬ 
ment always standing in the vanguard of progress and moving 
in advance of the masses.* Chernyshevsky then proceqds to 
agree with the subsequent argument that torpid Russian citi¬ 
zens ought to grow more public-spirited—but how can they 
possibly do this, he protests, when the Government has no 

^ ‘The Chernyshevsky Affair’ (from unpublished sources) by M. Lemke: 
Byloe, No. 4, 1906. 
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intention of acting on their advice, and does not even want to 
hear it? He concludes by paying this handsome tribute: ‘One 
must do full justice to the generosity with which the censors ful¬ 
fil thcir,difficult task. One must even admit that many of them 
are noble-minded to the point of being ready to risk or sacrifice 
their own careers. Everyone who has constant dealings with the 
ccnsorsliip comes away with the most favourable opinion of the 
enlightened patriotism of the individuals to whom it is en¬ 
trusted.’^ 

In a reference to the same letter, he suggests another likely 
reason for the torpor of the Russian public, and supplies an 
international stock-market illustration w^hich sounds a little 
shocking from a socialist pen; ‘Till quite recently the Russian 
Government was primarily military in character—enforcing 
discipline, unquestioned obedience to orders. But the present 
industrial period exacts more confidence from the public, more 
participation from them in governmental afihirs. For example, 
the prices quoted for the government bonds of Austria, France 
and England stand in direct projwrtion to the part taken by 
their societies in public affairs. I'hus English prices for 3 per 
cent, bonds stand twenty points higher than the price of 5 per 
cent. Austrian bonds.’ 

Still more striking evidence of the censors’ generosity to 
Chernyshex’sky is the fiict that, while imprisoned in the Fortress 
of Peter and Paul, lie was allowVd to w'^ritc and publish his 
famous nox'cl What, to Do (1863). Almost the only work of 
Chernyshevsky’s.,then as now% w-idely read by Russian students, 
it is usually called his masterpiece, ’and remains the most vivid 
and compact expression of his social gospel. Most of its ideas can 
be traced back to Fourier, Robert Owen, and John Stuart Mill 
—whose Principles of Political Economy Chernyshevsky translated 
into Russian—but its tone and application to typical Russian 
characters are uniquely his own. In spite of its plainly didactic 
structure, the novel radiates a firm and serene confidence in a 
happy future for Russia. With generous naivete it pleads that 
humaji boings could rapidly be transformed into a brotherhood 
of kindly and industrious angels as soon as hunger and poverty 
no longer harassed them. Its childlike sincerity breathes the 
charm of an ancient Russian folk-tale. It contains no broken 
champagne bottles, no nights with gypsies, none of the 
1 Z^enyax Sbornik Matcrialov, vol. 5, 347 ff., Academia, 1935. 



196 PIONEERS OF RUSSIAN SOCIAL THOUGHT 

murky tortuous spiritual torments which wc expect to prevail 
in Russian novels of that time. The only extremist character is 
the noble ascetic Raclimeto\', and e\ en lie is sane and straight¬ 
forward. Though li(' never emerges into the foreground of 
action, he serves very aptly as a sharp foil to the mild reasonable 
people around him, who all brim oxer with a rather forbid¬ 
dingly self-conscious mixture of enlightened self-interest and 
benevolent consideration for others. Rachmetov sleeps on a 
plank covered with nails in order to test his powers of endurance; 
he is fiercely abstemious and refuses to cat any food more refined 
than the plain fare of the poorest peasant. Yet we discover 
what a human Russian he is, when enjoying a meal with a 
friend, he conquers temptation by yielding to it, and devours 
with relish all the pastry and cakes in an enormous dish. 

Chernyshevsky's contemporary, the critic Shelgunov, ‘’ob¬ 
served with acumen that Rachmetov was clearly intended to 
represent a towering Titan of resolution, who planned an exact 
use for every moment of his day. Whih' such an indi\idual 
might w^ell seem awe-ins])iring and exemplary to Russians, they 
ought to realize that the whol(! North American continent was 
already full of precisely such efficient hard-working men, who 
try to prove by every action of tlu'irs that ‘time is money’. 
'Fherefore those people to wluim Rachmelox' appeared such a 
demi-god, such an unattainable ideal, could hardly haxc 
achieved a very high montl standard in their own social 
organization. 

But Rachmetov is even mftre revealing as^tln* type of man 
wiiom Chernyshevsky deafly admired most highly, who ap¬ 
pealed to his deepest instincts. Far from being a down-trodden 
proletarian moulded by the iron laws of pr^>duelion, he is a de¬ 
cidedly eccentric landowner, an adept ol*strenuous self-imposed 
discipline, but above all a law unto himself. Yet he towers above 
every other character in the book as the motive force of Russian 
society, its brightest hope for the future. His creator extols him 
in almost lyrical terms; ‘You arc few in numbers, but only 
through you can all human lives blossom; withoutiyoq they 
will wither aw^ay. Though you are bound to be few, you alone 
enable people to breathe; without you they will die of suffoca¬ 
tion. There is a great mass of honest and good men, but such 
men as you are the rare bouquet in good wine; from you arises 
the strength and the aroma. For you arc the prime movers. 
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impelling others to move; you are the essential salt of the salt 
of the earth.’ My imagination was stirred when some years ago 
in Moscow a Soviet intellectual told me that Rachmetov should 
be regafded as a forecast of the Bolshevik liero of today. For 
surely it is only going one step further to acknowledge that the 
Bolshcviit hero still comes nearer to life in fiction than he does in 
fact, and most successfully in fiction written by a non-Marxian 
long before, tlie Bolshevik regime appeared on the horizon. 

With all due respect to the eminently masculine originality of 
Raclirnetov, it should be observed that Clhernyshex sky was also 
one of the few militant male feminists, that he expressed ad¬ 
vanced views about women’s civic ecjuality with jnen, and 
ad vocal ed both experimental marriage and dixorce by mutual 
agreement. His emancipated women are formidable figures. 
V^a Pax lovna, tlie heroine of What to Do^ preaches and prac¬ 
tises the \irtues of co-operative enterprise. In her sewing-room 
the girls enjoy their work, do w'hat they want to do, and let 
others do the same. They all work for their own profit, and 
share any increase in profit. Yet she opposes the ‘You must be 
cruel in order to be kind’ argumenls advanced by her revolu¬ 
tionary husband, Lopukhov. ‘I'his theory, which I cannot 
accei)t,’ she exclaims, ‘condemns people to a life which is 
merciless, cold and prosaic.’ ‘No, V'eia Pavlox na,’ he reassures 
her, ‘the theory is cold, but it teaches people how to find 
warmth. The theory is merciless, »but if people follow’ it, they 
will cease to be pitiful objects of idle compassion. 'I'hc surgeon’s 
knife must not bend; otherwise you would have to take pity 
on the patient under the operation, ^vho would be no better olf 
for all your pity. The theory may be prosaic, but it disco\ers 
the true motives of life.’ 

We cannot hope to lathom the thoughts of contemporary 
Soviet readers of'Clhernyshevsky’s novel. They are less likely to 
be carried aw^ay, for they will be on their guard against ideal¬ 
istic pitfalls, about which they have rcccix’ed warning in ad¬ 
vance. fiut the nox el, as a i'eat of moral exhortation, certainly 
took the younger generation of the sixties by storm. It became 
their bible, and one w^hich many of them interpreted in the 
most literal and drastic sense. Earnest young men blew out their 
brains, improving on the example of the young husband w^ho 
simulated suicide in order to make room for a worthier friend 
who had won his wife’s affection. Strong-minded adolescent 
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girls of every class vied with the heroine Vera in launching 
small co-operative societies, and they flocked in embarrassing 
numbers to study practical subjects like medicine at the over¬ 
crowded universities. 


VII 

In his youth (1849) Cliernshcxsky had dreamed and written 
about his intention to invent a machine of ‘perpetuum mobile’, 
‘which must revolutionize the world and make me the greatest 
benefactor of mankind in material improv ement, which people 
need most of all now . . . When the curse of winning bread by 
the sweat of his brow is removed, man’s real moral and spiritual 
task will begin.*Such thoughts sound less fantastic in the 
present atomic age, and encourage one to believe that some 
‘Utopians’ may have more scientific prescience than so-called 
‘scientific socialists’. But Chernyshevsky’s touching faith in 
moral improvement as the inevitable: sequence to a well-filled 
stomach has so far proved to be a deceptive mirage in the few 
countries which have reached that enviable economic level, 
whether by socialist or other methods. 

The magic word ‘scientific’, in the sense of indubitable and 
exact knowledge, was worshipped by a number of mid-nine¬ 
teenth century social ihinktTS apart from Marx, whose disciples 
hav’e strenuously sought to monopolize it. Chernyshevsky used 
the same word persistently as the hall-mark of his own brand of 
socialism. Kropotkin tried to prove that his v ersion of anarch¬ 
ism was the only scientific'socialism. So the dispute continues 
to rage, except, curiously enough, among exact scientists, 
whose hypotheses long ago abandoned synilar dogmatic pre¬ 
tensions. Like other left-wing Hegelians, including Marx, 
Chernyshev sky had embraced Hegel’s dialectical method while 
rejecting his respect for the existing social order. But he had 
not swallowed Hegel’s Prussian passion for the mighty organic 
state. Though he approved of centralized government, the 
anarchist’s vision of free associations of producers, jostling each 
other in a political void, seems to have been nearer to his heart. 
Nevertheless he accepted the dialectical law of historical pro¬ 
gress, derived from Hegel, as neither more nor less than the 
discovery of a natural law, a law of human growth, but as 
^ ‘Chernyshevsky and Fourier’: Sevremennii Mir (November 1909). 
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scientifically correct and inevitable as the laws of gravity and 
chemical combination. 

Fired by this belief, Chernyshevsky advanced the sweeping 
argument that the political and moral sciences were only 
younger than the exact sciences, but not different in kind. He 
made this the central theme of his article ‘The Anthropological 
Principle in Philosophy’, which purported to be a review of 
P. Lavrov’s Essays on Questions of Practical Philosophy,^ ‘The word 
science,’ he said, ‘does not in English cover all those branches 
of knowledge wliich it includes for us and otlier continental 
peoples. The English describe as sciences—mathematics, astro¬ 
nomy, pliysics, chemistry, zoology, geography—branches of 
knowledge which are termed by us exact sciences. They do 
not so describe liistory, psychology, moral philosophy or meta- 
plj^sics. One must admit there is a huge difference between 
these two splieres of knowledge, in the degree of* certainty with 
which they can answer questions. If you say, the human 
organism needs air in order to li\'C, no one w^ill argue with you. 
But say, poverty injures the mind and heart of human beings— 
and a lot of clever people will retort that poverty sharpens the 
mind and educates the feelings. Others will retort, just as 
firmly, that poverty is the main source of ignorance, vice and 
crime. 

‘But now,’ Chernyshevsky warms up, ‘natural sciences have 
advanced so far tlial they pro\'ide the means for arriving at 
exact decisions in moral questions as w^ell. Present-day psycho¬ 
logy, for instance, can say with vertainty that a good or bad 
action is the direct result of some* moral or material fact, or 
combination of facts. I’sychological truths, like the truths of the 
natural sciences, can be discovered by the most exact analysis of 
the facts—truths as authentic as the revolution of the earth 
round the sun. These ought not to be accepted without the 
strictest verification, but once they are accepted they lead to 
conclusions warranted by the facts, and leave no path open for 
retreat,* or for any repetition of absurd mistakes . . . Irritable 
changeability, hesitation, do not belong to the spirit of the new 
ideas; on the contrary, instability of conviction, moods of 
alternate scepticism and over-confidence, can only occur where 
there is inadequate knowledge of the ideas worked out by con¬ 
temporary Western science. When the time is ripe, and those 
^ Sovremenniky No. 4, i86o. 
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people striving to re-create Western Europe show tliemselves 
to be unyielding in their philosophic convictions, that will be 
a sign for the rapid triumph of new principles in European 
society.’ 

Clearly the priest’s son, in turning atheist, had shed nothing 
of his militant religious temper. He allayed the pangs of his 
renegade conscience by fortifying liis new faith with tlie same 
rock-like certainty as ilie Cliristian dogma had possessed for 
him until he turned his back on it. Kneeling to Western science 
as the latest revelation of Div inity, how could he admit the 
blasphemous tliouglit that political and social sciences (if 
they could correctly be named science at all) might be bound 
by the infinitely more complicated nature of tlicir data to 
remain perpetually experimental and tentative? Nor did he 
face the more mundane but awkward moral issue. By trying 
to invest politico-economic principles with the same type of 
absolute and predic table certainty as the laws (.)f |)liysics and 
chemistry, he twisted them into blind mechanical movements, 
ethic:ally neutral forces, obliterating what he elsewhere held 
sacred, the imperative human urge to value and judge lor 
itself. 

In some of his essays on political and economic organization, 
Chernyshevsky betrayed no less acutely his haunting sense of 
self-contradiction and honest doubt. The introduction to his 
translation of J. S. Mill’s Pmtciplvs of Political Ecofioniy castigates 
social scientists for tlicir unfounded scJf-satisfaction and cock¬ 
sureness.’ ‘The laws which go. ern historical dex elopmcnt have 
been discovered, the rights of man ascertained, the formulae of 
ways of life necessary for his well-being are established. Is there 
a single person dealing wdth moral and social science who does 
not talk in that strain? And almost the wdiole profane crowd 
believes them. This loud self-praise indulged in by philosophers, 
publicists, historians, etc., is a strange contrast to the modest 
testimoniiils of natural scientists about the slate of physics, 
chemistry, etc.’^ In his article on Guizot’s Memoirs {Sovremenniky 
No. 2, 1858), he champions a more empirical application of 
radical policy, though in the last resort he is keen on breaking 
heads which remain too dense to be persuade^d. ‘A radical 
policy’, he wrote there, ‘does not consist of adherence to any 
single definite form of political organization, but it rests on 
* N. Chernyshevsky: Neizdannyv Teksiy^ 94 fl*., Saratov, 1928. 
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the conviction that the worst faults of a certain society can only 
he remedied by a complete reconstruction of its foundations, 
and not by the correction of details. In North America a radical 
would be a monarchist, in China an advocate of European 
civilization, in India an enemy of the caste system. Of all 
political ^^artics, only the liberal is irreconcilable with radi¬ 
calism; because the latter sets out to change with the aid of 
violence, and for the sake of reforms is ready to sacrifice free¬ 
dom of speech and all constitutional niceties. . . . Liberals alone 
refuse to recognize that legal rights have no value for a man 
until he possesses material means to benefit by them. Liberals 
fuss about all sorts of abstract rights, but make no attempt to 
uproot poverty and ignorance, and thus enable people to use 
these rights.’ 

ISie latter remarks would sound strangely out-of-date today 
in any realistic verdict on the practical achievements of later 
nincteentli-century liberals, not only in Europe, but even in 
Russia. They nevertheless illustrate that implacable hostility 
to compromise, which constantly makes Russian political 
thinkers and Russian politicians so exasperating to their 
European opposite numbers. And ChernyshcN'sky’s own im¬ 
patience with liberals is comprehensible, when wc recall that 
the Russian liberals of his day w-ere mostly inclTectivc orators 
who clung blindly to absolute laissez-fciire in political economy. 
Laissi'z-ffiire never suited Russia, \yhcre no private individuals 
normally took the initiative unless the Go\'crnmcnt gave the 
lead, and where huge Government monopolies such as the wool 
trade (started by Peter the Great to^ clothe his army) had been 
long-standing institutions. Chernyshevsky satisfied himself with 
condemning laissez-fdire as a principle wdiich was basically im¬ 
moral and unsound, Vor the simple reason that it a priori denied 
the Government any right to control or even to influence 
economic gnwth. Judging it solely by its effect on his own 
environment, a mid-nineteenth century Russian could quite 
excusaWy conclude that liberalism w^as a sickly exotic plant. 

No Russian thinker, until much later, w^as able to see it in the 
•» 

light of its European champions, as a militant faith in an indis¬ 
pensable degree of compromise and co-operation between 
reforming policy and inherited custom, a faith for which its 
supporters might strike as hard as others did for any extreme 
course of action. 


o 



202 PIONEERS OF RUSSIAN SOCIAL THOUGHT 


VIIT 

It is remarkable that, in spite of his invincible prejudices against 
the more resourceful and flexible type of modern European 
mind, Ch(!rnyslie\’sky remained from start to finish a Wester- 
nizer, who ne\ er faltered in his belief that Europe' wai- in every 
respect more civilized and ‘advanced’ than Russia, and that 
Russia could do no better than follow lu'i* example, especially 
in learning from her political experie'iice. He displayed his 
maximum of sense and insight by the resolute way in which he 
countered the specious argumtrnt—almost as prevalent then as 
it is today-- that Russia w’as destined to lake o\ er the torch of 
civilization from an exhausted Europe. Haxing mastered the 
Russian intellectuars indispensable technique of using learned 
themes as a camouflage for ])olitical messages, he spoke tsut 
vigorously on this subject under the skilfully antiquarian cover 
of his article on ‘The Causes of the I'all of Rome’ (Sovremmnik, 
No. 5, i86i). ‘People like to assert that tlie capture of Rome by 
barbarians saved a dying world. The Roman world had ex¬ 
hausted its potentiality, ceased to develop, and fallen into an 
advanced stage of decay. Unfortunately this liistorical judge¬ 
ment lias been used to justify various foolish dreams about con¬ 
temporary society\ Western Europe has outlix ed its time, spent 
its vitality. Western p(!oplcs are unable to pursue their social 
progress. The world must tl?x?rcfore be renewed by their fall; 
fresh forces arc due to replace them.’ 

After this argument comos the exultant boast: ‘Here we 
stand ready to renew' the w(;rld. W'hat fine fellows we are, to be 
sure!’ In this way our national vanity is inflated and strength¬ 
ened by pseudo-learned arguments. And when we arrogate to 
ourselves the role of barbarians, Goths and Vandals, we con¬ 
veniently manage to forget wdiat barbarians really are. A 
barbarian is a creature still wallowing in the most abysmal 
ignorance, standing somewdiere between a wild beast and a 
man of developed mind, but much nearer to the foimcr. If 
power falls from the hands of developed people into the hands 
of barbarians, what hope remains for progress or increase of 
knowledge? How can social life benefit, if institutions, good or 
bad, but at least human, wdth some element of reason, are over¬ 
thrown and exchanged for bestial habits? What do people 
mean w'hen they repeat: ‘The Roman Empire lost its vitality’? 
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Had tlic people comy)osing it lost their human qualities? 
•Young men still took the plare of old ones. They were not born 
without heads or stomachs. Do they mean that society, the soil 
on which grow the manifestations of social life, dried up or lost 
its fertility? If that is what they mean, answered Chernyshev- 
sky, theti their minds are clouded. ‘Individuals age, but society 
is always being replenished by new people. Botanical meta¬ 
phors, like “flowering”, “taking root”, “fading away”, are too 
often used by historians in a cloud of indiscriminate rhetoric 
which obscunrs a ])roper understanding of the issues at stake in 
human society.’ 

'10 clinch liis argument, Ghcrnyslu^wsky draws, a striking 
parallel betwecai the Roman Empire in Europe and the British 
Empire in India, using terms which miglit later have won him 
ulftoliciled applause from Rudyard Kipling or even from 
Winston Churcliill. ‘Is tlie \itality of India being exhausted by 
English lule?’ he asks. ‘Of course tlie people are ignorant and 
live ] 70 orIy; the impositions on them are heavy. But were they 
any bett(?r off before the English came? On the contrary, con¬ 
ditions w(*re then much worse, and now they are growing 
steadily belter e\’(‘ry year. Roads are built, sa\*age customs are 
abolished, the natives arc learning the rudiments of law. 
Civilization is still weak, but it grows. The English themselves 
tell you tliat India will reach a stage when it no longer needs 
British rule, and will then become* independent. What the Eng¬ 
lish foretell about the future of India had already happened, 
but prematurely^ in the provinces of the Roman Empire. There 
the jK'oplc suffered under tlie exactions of arbitrary rule and 
of the Imperial prefects. But howev(!r bad was the state of 
affairs prevailing iy the Roman Empire, it was made incom¬ 
parably worse by the barbarian conquest. Excellent Roman 
civil and criminal codes were overthrown by the arbitrary 
caprice of greedy and bloodthirsty barbarians. These conquer¬ 
ing barbarians murdered, plundered, and ran riot in an orgy of 
sheer Boredom. Tlie destruction of the Roman Empire by a 
mass of sij^vages was as much a geological catastrophe as was the 
destruction of Herculancun and Pompeii by a volcano, or of 
Lisbon by an earthquake. The widely-held opinion that the 
ancient world died of senile decay, that its removal was neces¬ 
sary for human progress, simply contradicts the facts. . . . 

‘Moreov’er this opinion has another side, flattering to the 
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tribes that conquered Rome. Just as the ancient world was life¬ 
less and stagnant, so were the barbarians bursting with vitality 
and capacity for gnnvth. Wliat foundation is there for this 
claim?’ Chernyshevsky tlien pours scorn on all the familiar talk 
about personal fn*edom in the Teutonic tribes, about the 
pristine virtues of tlie citizen not stifled by the state. ‘We have 
seen the free Franks of Clodwig, the free Huns of Attila, the 
free Mongols of Gt'iighiz Khan. Each is free to rob and murder 
as he pleases until his Ataman cuts ofi'his head. Such freedom is 
notliing but an alliance of chaos and despotism. . . . 

‘Out of this banditry which lasted sex eral hundred years, 
feudalism at last emerged. Was this the special feature contri¬ 
buted to ci\ iIization by the barbarians? Here at least some kind 
of law and order was maintained. C lorn pared with the wretched 
sixth or sexenth ('criturics, feudalism stood for progress. But^t 
was neither mor(! nor less tiian plunder turnetl into a system, 
civil war SLibordinat(‘d to rules. Free people took oaths of 
allegiance! to powerllil neighbours, to whom they abandoned 
part of their prop(!rty in return for protection against other 
bandits. But similar relationships had arisen all over the w'orld 
in a time of troubles. There was nothing unique about the 
Western form of feudalism. Similar connections existed between 
weak and strong Rajahs in India, between the latter and their 
Emperors. It is now well-known that some kind of feudalism 
arose in many parts of th(! worid, but only as a transition period 
betw(!en the most complete savagery and the lower stages of 
legal order. Towards the end the Middle Ag(*s feudalism gave 
way to a more centralized form of government. But this centra¬ 
lized state did not fully overreome feudalism till the seventeenth 
century. In the Roman Empire a .similar/orm of organized 
state had already existed in the third century. Thus fourteen 
centuries were spent in trying to raise civilization back again to 
the same height from which the barbarians had originally 
knocked it down.’ 

I have quoted Chernyshevsky’s argument at length both 
because it reflects so categorically his modest view of Russia in 
relation to the superior achievements of Europe, his under¬ 
standing of the unpredictable ebb and flow in human civiliza¬ 
tion, and because this aspect of his teaching has received scant 
attention from his Soviet commentators. Boastful, aggressive 
Russian patriots, whatever their political colour, filled him with 
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misgivings, ‘I do not speak only of the Slavophils/ he wrote, 
• ‘They are few in numbers and one meets too many people who 
indulge in cheap mockery of them without noticing that they 
themselves belong to the same deep-rooted tendency from which 
the Slavophils spring. These vain, conceited obsessions arc un¬ 
fortunately the result of a feeling shared by almost the majority 
of our society, and expressed by many people who influence the 
thought of the public. We arc called on to reno\'ate the life of 
the civilized world, to inject into it Jiighcr elements which it is 
powerless to work out for itself. Scrutinize carciully our most- 
invoked Westernizer. In tljis respect h(^ often seems to be a 
Slavophil.’* 

Chernyshevsky bore no grudge against the Slavophils and 
frankly admired the personal character of their outstanding 
l?!&ders. In 1855 he wrote : ‘We never shared and nc\'er felt the 
smallest desire to share the views of the Slavophils, but with all 
their errors they arc among the most cultured, noble and gifted 
people in the whole of' Russia. Whoever knows them only 
through the polemics conducted against theold “Moskvityanin” 
docs not really know them.’ And two years later he announced : 
‘When W’C consider how many of our so-called Westernizers 
sufler from confused ideas of w-hat is good or bad in Europe, and 
how till now many of them mistake the worst things for the 
best, we must admit that the criticism of the European w^ay of 
life advanced by the Slavophils is far from useless in clarifying 
our minds.’ {Sovremennik^ March, 1857.) 

But w^hile he jjpared and ev en* revered the Slavo])hil leaders, 
he reserved his most scathing invective for the majority of the 
Slav'ophil rank and file. ‘They possess’, he wrote, ‘an extra¬ 
ordinary capacity/or discox cring that every filth peculiar to 
our country is something excellently designed for the revival of 
Europe. One claims as a great virtue our patient submission 
to every kind of outrage; Europe has endured too few of these, 
and should therefore be stimulated by undergoing similar 
trials/others find a hidden treasure in our mode of family life 
in the p/sasants’ dirty hut, in husbands beating their wives, 
fathers beating their sons (or fathers being beaten by their sons 
when the former grow’ old and decrepit), in filial obedience to 
parental orders about marriage, regardless of the desires of 
bride or bridegroom. Others arc proud of our long severe 

^ Chernyshevsky here refers to Herzen. 
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winter, and find that Western Europeans arc enerx ated by too 
little frost. But at this point even they give up the battle. . . . 
People endowed with common sense, even the most zealous 
searchers, can find nothinp^ whatsoever in our institutions and 
way of life, except the w/V, wliieh might usefully be spread 
abroad. Moreo\'cr, Europeans know much belter thati we do 
what institutions they need, and how to f)rganize them. . . . We 
arc far from admiring the present state ol afiairs in Euro])e, but 
none the less we believe she need borrow nothing from us. 
Europe has her own mind, muc h more dcN ch^ped than ours, 
has nothing to learn from us, and docs not need our help." 

According to Chernyshe\ sky any ma jor rcvi\ al of which the 
leading western countries stood in lu^ed would ciiuTgc from 
within themsehes. So would any major calamity, but he did 
not enlarge on this, for he was never a prophet of doom. IlNhe 
had been, he would have agreed with the substance f)f Dean 
Inge’s aphorism : 'Ancient civilizations were destroyed by im¬ 
ported barbarians; but we breed our own.’ At home he 
attacked those barbarians, and identified tlicm, not with the 
simple untaught people, but with the horde of crooked and 
arbitrary ci\*il servants bred by the Russian bureaucratic 
autocracy. While he was immune from that perxersc! psycho¬ 
logical streak whit:h finds redeeming virtues in barbaric crudity, 
and though he was an avowed enemy of' mysticism in every 
shape, lie nevertheless clung* to a mystical superstition about 
the still untested political wisdom of wliat he termed the slum¬ 
bering masses. But licre t(X> he seems always to ha\'e looked 
more hopefully to Western Europe than to Russia lor support 
in maintaining and realizing his faith. And unfortunately his 
knowledge of Western Europe was almost entirely derived from 
books, especially from those written by French or German 
socialists. His reading, though wade, was extremely one-sided, 
and his experience of the way in which Western institutions 
worked was virtually nil. 

He thus came closest tf> Marx—and simultaneously to 
Marxist error—when he, insisted that tentative social hypotheses 
advanced by a few disgruntled intellectuals were leading to 
conclusions as exact and certain as the laws of natural science. 
And he disclosed his lack of modern scientific method by pre¬ 
judging the verdict on social experiments which had not yet 
been made. Finally he left out of account all the unpredictable 
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factors which complicate every experiment, whether social or 
!tcicntific, and which sometimes produce results contradicting 
the hypothesis which the experiment was hopefully intended to 
vindicate. In this way he himself contributed unwittingly to 
tliat swelling current of intellectual arrogance—obsolete from 
any scietitific point of view—an error which he could none the 
less sincerely deplore when it took shape in the blustering of the 
stupider Slavophils. 


IX 

If we turn from Chernyshevsky’s methods to his ultimate aims, 
we are faced with a distinctly bleak commonplace, outline of 
the Socialist good life, which hardly escaped from being smugly 
petty bourgeois l)y virtue of its thin theoretical claim to be more 
gt^luinely unselfish. His appreciation of the spiritual side of 
human civilization was morbidly embittered by class-con¬ 
sciousness, as well as unduly sanguine about the moral stimulus 
to be deri\’ed from evenly distrilnited economic abundance. 
Nobody can find fault with him for giving priority to the con¬ 
quest of poverty, the grinding Asiatic poverty of Russia, But he 
imagined human nature briskly changing for the better, like a 
snake throwing off its old skin, as soon ris all the hungry were 
fed and all the naked clotht'd, because at this stage rational 
education should start to work its miracles on the minds of the 
masses. Then only would it became legitimate for people to 
trifle with music or poetry, or to indulge in exalted philoso¬ 
phical argument^ after a solid mtal. Civilization would spring 
into a fresh and peerless blossom on the soil of industrious well- 
fed co-operative, societies. ‘Reform society, and there will be no 
more diseases’, he* confidently repeated in company with 
Turgenev’s Nihilist Bazarov; ‘in a properly organized society, 
it will make no difference whether a man is stupid or clever, bad 
or good.’ ‘Yes, I understand’, answ^ered Odintsova; ‘they will all 
have the same spleen.’ 

During his twenty years in penal servitude, though he wrote 
a lot, .Chornyshevsky added nothing substantial to his system of 
thought. He appears, however, to have found fault wdth a num¬ 
ber of his former European teachers, and in his letters from 
Siberia he calls Malthus a charlatan, Proudhon a fool, and 
Comte a futile nonentity, though he continues to admire Ricardo. 
He conducted a kind of educational correspondence course 
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with his sons, and urged them repeatedly to learn French and 
German, and to IraAcl abroad. In o\’crpraising Europeati 
literature he showed s\irprisingly poor judgement of Russian 
talent, and in a peculiar outburst of pro-Western prejudice he 
dismissed Pushkin and Lermontov as w'eak imitators of Byron. 

On the wliole, a perusal of his letters from Siberia* on firms 
the impression that his main ideas about Russia and Europe 
had changed but little since he wrote in his diary in August 
1848 : ‘History-^ is faith in progress. Politics—is respect for the 
West, and the con\iction that wc can in no way be compared 
with Western peoples; they are men while we are children.’ 
He lashed out against 'false learning', tlic mechanical and use¬ 
less memorization of a mass of'unrelated facts, and he w^arned 
his sons against the snares of futile scholastic pedantry, so pre¬ 
valent in Russian schools. l..et them above all learn to tlflnk 
logically, develop the faculty of judging and acting for them¬ 
selves, and the ability to compare one brand) of know ledge w ith 
another. In some j)ointed remarks alx)ut tlic Jesuits lie obliquely 
drew his sons’ attention to the evil which infected political 
organizations. To appear to attack the Catholic Church was a 
sure w^ay of dodging official suspicion, for al)use of Catholic 
institutions w^as almost equivalent to a sign of devotion to the 
Russian Government. 'My mistake in my essay on the Jesuits’, 
he wrote, ‘is that I omitted to emphasize that no organized 
corporation ever served any cause disinterestedly; for every 
organization alw^ays sets its vested interests higher than per¬ 
sonal convictions. There may be people w'lio can love and 
dc\'otedly serve an ideal independently, but they remain ex¬ 
ceptional beings, and they can never unite in an organization 
established for that purpose.’ 

After his return from Siberia in 1883, he met in Astrakhan 
the editor of Russian Thought^ to wdiich journal he planned to 
contribute regular articles. But the scheme failed to materialize. 
Loyal friends helped him to earn his li\ ing by commissioning 
him to translate into Russian the ponderous German volumes of 
Weber’s World History^ a work w'hich he cordially detested. He 
wrote for Russian Thought one vigorous article attacking Darwin, 
whose ‘survival of the fittest’ as a formula for human evolution 
seemed to him nothing but a .sinister design to justify for ever 

^ Chernyshevsky v Sibiri: E. Lyatsky and M. Chernyshevsky, St. Peters¬ 
burg, 
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the ruthless exploitation of weak people by strong ones. While 
•re-asserting that iinrestrirted economic competition, far from 
enlarging the spiritual capacities of the competitors, merely 
served to admit the most brutal jungle-law as the decisive factor 
in human relations, he remained cautious and vague as before in 
prescriBing gON crnmental control as a remedy for economic 
maladjustments. 

For industrial organization in Russia Chernyshevsky seems 
to have fav^oured some half-way house Ijcrtween the handicraft 
artel and the giant productive monopoly. He olniously believed 
that the commercial benefits of mechanization would eliminate 
the primitives small producer and craftsman. And li^re he fore¬ 
told, like Marx in the Communist Manifesto^ a period of ever- 
increasing misery for the wage-earning artisan— a prediction 
A^ich has proved to be very wide of the mark, since the poor 
of industrialized countries have clearly not grow’ii poorer since 
1848, but in most countries considerably richer. Be that as it 
may, Chernyshewsky was equally conxinced of the long-term 
advantages which mechanization wr)uld ultimately bring to 
the w^age-earner, and he rightly pointed out that agriculture 
could not remain isolated from the technical evolution of 
urban industries. Here he saw^ further than his narodnik dis¬ 
ciples, who did not understand the business-like Chernyshev\sky 
who wrote: ‘Linked by the increasing profitability of large-scale 
production, the reasons for diifei^nliating between agriculture 
and industry will shortly disappear.’^ 

On the adnjinistrative side* of industry, Chernyshevsky 
showed more guild socialist than modern Marxian leanings. He 
had no doubt observed as an object-lesson in Russia that the 
more the state interferes and controls, the less inclined it is to 
accept responsibility for what is done. When things w'cnt wTong, 
it preferred to find scapegoats among its intimidated employees. 
Such a system neither promoted managerial efficiency nor im¬ 
proved the material status of the artisan. He remained none the 
less hostile to laissez-faire^ which he called an economic talisman 
for people with absolute principles, who neither observe facts 
nor think. Whatever the disadvantages of the state meddling 
with industrial management, there were plenty of other neces¬ 
sary jobs which only the state could do. Laissez-faire could never 
guarantee that every member of society would get the chance 
^ Y. Steklov: G. Chernyshevsky, vol. i, p. 568. 
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of doing honest work, but the state could. And the more 
immediate and drastic measures it took to abolish poverty,*- 
ignorance and vice, the less it would need to interfere at a later 
stage. No one questioned the right of the state to tax its subjects 
for purposes which private citizens could not fulfil. On this 
important subject, Chernyshevsky never substantially Enlarged 
on the vague principles which he laid down in his article 
‘Economic Activity and Legislation’ {Sovremertnik, 1859). Liking 
the centralized state as ii reforming and co-ordinating power, 
but distrusting it as a universal employer, he fell back on the 
consoling, if quixotic, maxim that the more mature human 
beings become the less government they will need. 

It is liardly surprising that twenty years of monotonous living 
burial in the wilds of Siberia provoked no spec tacular mental 
development in Chernyshevsky. Ratlun* it is a tribute, to Siis 
immense powers of endurance that his brain still functioned 
clearly, though his health was shattered and he had faded into 
a shadow of his formcT \'ital self. His son, who met him in 
Astrakhan on his first return to European Russia, was painfully 
struck by his father’s nervous hurried speec h, by his jerky dis- 
connee ted movements, and his melancholy sarcastic smile. He 
lingered on for a few years, but was still working when he died 
in 1889. 

Meanwhile a powerful legend had grown up in intellectutal 
and radic al circles (the two were then almost identical), based 
on Chcrnyshe\’sky’s name and personal c^xample. The glorified 
martyr pro\ ed to be an ever? more inspiring leader than the 
liv ing man had been, and both narodniks and later Social Revo¬ 
lutionaries claimccl to be his faithful disciples. Illuminated by 
this halo, he captured the imagination rather than the minds of 
a whole generation of Russian students, who had no more 
studied his teaching—except his noved What to Do —than 
the majority of Russian students in the following generation had 
ever grappled with the voluminous wTitings of Marx. 

Perhaps I am only v oicing the unexpressed thoughts of some 
Soviet admirers of Chernyshevsky when I venture U> suggest 
that the intensified governmental interest in him today seems to 
serve a party policy of promoting national self-esteem—which 
he would have been the first to deplore—more than a genuine 
desire to study and assess his merits as an individual thinker, 
who derived much fre^m a mixed ancestry of international 
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European origin. A pure-blooded Russian socialist, born ten 
years after Marx, and expressly admired both by Marx^ and 
Lenin (leaving out of consideration how far he agreed with 
either) provides a solid national asset which can be built upon 
to fortify the still shaky confidence of Soviet citizens in their 
native scftialist pedigree. We arc reminded of far-reaching claims, 
boosted in all the appropiate Soviet journals since 1946, that 
Russian citizens were the first and original inventors of wireless 
telegraphy - (Mari oni only exploited it)—the steam-engine, the 
military tank, ‘Soviet’ penicillin, the jet-propelled engine, etc. 
This newly unearthed creativeness in Russian sciimcc—much of 
it admittedly pre-Soviet—has made many puzzled, European 
scientists rub their eyes; it has to be suitably matched by the 
discover)' of pre-Soviet pioneers in other spheres of activity, 
esSpt'cially in that of ‘scientific socialism’, the most important of 
Russian specialities. The amplified commendation of Cherny- 
shevsky now in vogue fulfils the latter purpose admirably. A 
divergent interpretation of him, whicli could hardly be voiced 
in the Son iet Union, may help a little to redress the balance. 

* ‘1 speak of a great Russian critic and scholar with the liigh respect 
which lie de.scrv<.'s.’ (Pi.s'ma A. \iark.\a^ p. I 15, St. Petersburg, 1908.) 
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ALEXANDER HERZEN 
I 

m LEXANDER HERZEN (1812-1870) stiinds apart as the most 

L\ versatile, flexible, passionately persuasive and ironically 
JL jk^disconcerting figure in that strange galaxy of original 
intellectuals thrown up by nineteenth-century Russia. Though 
he wTote chiefly as an obscure exile living abroad, he wielded 
over his compatriots an electrifying influence, w^hich at its peak 
can only be compared wdth the religious veneration accorded to 
Tolstoy by his Russian admirers at the beginning of the pre^Jent 
century. But whereas Tolstoy (in his popular capacity as a 
moral e\’angclist) cast his spell over exalte groups of agrarian 
socialists, back-to-thc-landcrs, vegetarians, Christian sectarians 
and desperate anarc:hists, Herzen displayed such an unpre¬ 
dictable succession of dazzling facets that he appealed in turn 
to the widest variety of normal and abnormal Russians, includ¬ 
ing Alexander II himself, many liberal statesmen and land- 
owners, a number of revolutionary students, and even through 
them to some of the wholesomely sceptical and illiterate 
peasants and artisans. 

The edifying story of the student Engelson provides one of 
the most striking instances of Herzen’s magnetic power in 
making converts. This melancholy young man had decided to 
put an end to his misery by poisoning himself. While he w^as 
sitting in a cafe, brooding over his unlucky destiny, his eyes 
turned by chance to an early article of Herzen’s in a copy of 
Fatherland Annals, Reading its caustic words about the petty 
self-indulgence of private grief he suddenly began to feel 
ashamed that he had yielded so easily to unjustified despair. 
Instead of pouring out his phial of poison, he ordered half a 
bottle of Madeira, re-read the article attentively, and became 
a devoted and lifelong disciple of Herzen. Curiously enough, 
it was Engelson who later took the initiative in suggesting to 
Herzen that he ought to produce a regular Russian journal in 
London. 

It is true that Herzen’s disciples of one phase easily became 
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his enemies in the next, for his mental honesty kept liis erratic 
enthusiasms in check and caused him to change his mind when¬ 
ever he realized he had been mistaken—and that occurred 
quite often. The Russian liberals found him too revolutionary 
in the long run, and broke with him irrevocably when he stood 
up for the? Polish rebels in 1863; the revolutionaries complained 
that he failed to keep pace with them, and never forgave him 
for having, as they termed it, ‘betrayed the revolutionary 
•^cause’. Lenin redressed the balance by providing him with a 
respectable niche in revolutionary history, when he categorically 
explained Herzen’s dilemma as reflecting the period when 
‘bourgeois revolutionary democracy had already ^ died (in 
Europe) and proletarian revolutionary democracy liad not yet 
ripened’, and summed up his services—rather portentously— 
as^he first sowing of that harvest, which will be gathered in 
the second onrush of the giant struggle when the proletariat 
will fight its way through to a union of the socialist workers of 
all countries’. Herzen, who heartily condemns his socialist 
successors, the Nihilists of the sixties, would have shuddered at 
being assessed as a mere link in the consecutive chain of an 
unfolding social order—a meta})hysical view of change which 
he always hotly contested as demonstrably untrue, apart 
from being morally undesirable. Fifty years after his death, 
his memory was honoured in a more concrete way when the 
Soviet authorities gave his name t® one of Moscow’s principal 
streets. 

Contemporary Soviet critics do not boggle at Herzen’s innate 
antagonism to Marxian thought; they openly deplore it, and 
take considerable pains to explain it away as Herzen’s ‘spiri¬ 
tual bankruptcy’. ‘C^ut off from the working-class movement, 
not knowing the laws of social development and the historical 
role of the proletariat, Herzen lost heart after the defeat of the 
1848 revolutions.’^ '^I'his patronizing verdict occurs in a major 
but guarded article which reviewed the Academy of Sciences’ 
edition bf his Selected Philosophical Works (1946). It omits to 
mention t^;at Herzen mixed freely all his life with every type 
and class of international revolutionary throughout Europe and 
consequently had some ground for forming his own tentative 
conclusions about the ‘laws of social development’. Neverthe¬ 
less this two-volume edition contains a fairly representative 
^ Bolshevik, No. 9, 1947. 
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selection of his most important writings, enough to enable a 
discerning Soviet citizen to form his independent estimate c f 
Herzen. It is the best available substitute for those who cannot 
grapple with I*emkc’s twenty-two bulky volumes, which, inci¬ 
dentally, are neither referred to nor quoted there. Popular 
anthologies, containing selected extracts of Herzen’s most 
turgid remarks about ])atriolism and humanity, arc also current 
in the Soviet Union. No doubt these arc pleasant reading for 
the multitude—because Herzen, even at his tritesl, had a splen¬ 
did gift of style, but they scarcely attempt to reflect his many- 
sided personalit)-, still less to trace the stages of his mental 
evolution. 

In the thirties one substantial book^ ap[)eared, which a\’o\ved 
its object to be the defence of Ih'rzen against ‘reactionary 
counter-re\olutionary distortions by the ideologi(*s of bourgetjis- 
landowner restoration’. A lively admiration of Herzen was 
apparently suspected of being linked with counter-revolutionary 
plots, and it would seem that such an (*mphatic and long-drawn- 
out statement of his proper historical position must have been 
urgently needed in order to fortify wavering So\ iet minds. At 
least this provides a ray of hope that Herzen’s original aims and 
strivings, rather than the Party’s version of what they ought to 
be, are still debatable and live issues in his nativ^t^ land. 


II 

Herzen was born th(‘ illegitimate son of a wealthy Russian 
nobleman, Ivan Yakovlev, and a gentle seir-effacing Ccrmari 
girl of humble origin. His father, an intelligent but saturnine 
Voltairean, knew PVcnch much better than his native language, 
and, according to Herzen, nev er read a single Russian book. He 
tempered his sceptical outlook on human affairs by conforming 
strictly to the observances of the Orthodox (’hurch, not be¬ 
cause he was a believer, but because he thought it was the duty 
of all well-bred Russians to set a visil)le and comprehensible 
example to the lower orders. 

Thus the impressionable child grew up among adoring house- 
serfs in a semi-luxurious, semi-barbaric environment, where the 


' L. Piper: Miruiuzrcnie Gertsina, Moscow-Leningrad, 1935 
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most sophisticated European taste and subtle sense of worldly 
compromise mingled with ancient Russian feudal customs and 
wild primitive superstitions. But darkened images of saints and 
Christian martyrs, peering through the chased silver frames of 
ikons, were never allowed to fill his childish heart with awe and 
terror. His father’s instruction introduced liim to the Bible not as 
a.sacrcd repository of supernatural rc\ elation, but as a collec¬ 
tion of moving and imaginative human stories. Nor did the 
Gospels take first place in his infant t!ducation. The Russian 
aristocracy were ne\er more sensilivc^ly alert to the charms of 
secular European culture llian during that period when their 
share in Napoleon’s defeat first gave them a leading |^)lace in tlic 
councils of Europe. Under his father’s guidance the jjrecocious 
fterzen tasted all the leading literatures of Europe, and at an 
e/R'ly age he w^as absorbed in the stirring study of his country's 
role in recent European history. He tells us in his memoirs, 
‘Talcs of the burning of Moscow, of the Battle of Borodino, 
Beresina, and the capture of Paris, wen' my cradle songs, my 
Iliad and my Odyssey.' 

In 1825, at the age of fourteen, he stood with his lifelong 
friend, Ogarc^*, on the Sparrow Hills ox erlooking Moscow, and 
together they took a solemn oatJi to devote all their strength to 
upholding the cause for which the Decembrists had suffered. At 
Moscow University, apart from his insignificant routine studies, 
he passed through the voluntary ordt'al of studying Hegel, and 
emerged unscathed. German learning, he observed, apart from 
its artificial clumsy language, injected Russians with another 
deeper defect. Tl caused our young philosophers to spoil their 
intelligence as well as their style. It made their approach to real 
life scholastic and bookish, like that learned interpretation of 
simple matters which Goethe so genially satirized in his dia¬ 
logue of Mephistophcles and the student. Every direct un¬ 
constrained feeling had to be analysed into the appropriate 
category, and thence emerged as some pale algebraic symbol, 
withouf one drop of animated blood.’ Hegel's phrase, ‘What¬ 
ever is rejjl, is rational’, had been triumphantly torn out of its 
context in order to justify subjection to the powers that be. 
‘But,’ objected Herzen, ‘once any existing social order can 
be justified by reason, so can the struggle against that order, if 
the struggle exists^ be equally justified.’^ The famous phrase, so 


* A. Herzen: Polnoe Sobraniye: (ed.: Lemkc), vol. 13, pp. 13 -15. 
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dear to ‘Berlin Buddhists’, turned out to be tautological or 
ridiculously ambiguous. 

In fact, Herzen discovered that Hegel’s dialectical method, 
the moment it was logically applied to life, became a monstrous 
hoax. By asserting that everything real- apart from being 
rational—is in a predetermined state of endless flux, it merely 
facilitated the most cynical orgy of casuistry. Sliding glibly from 
thesis to antithesis, you could reconcile reason with anything 
you liked, w'ith rigid conservatism at one moment and with 
bloody revolution at the next. The study of Hegel effectively 
sharpened Herzen’s wits, but it led him to a very decisive 
rejection of Hegers conclusions and methods, and it cleared the 
way for his next intellectual adventure, the plunge into the 
more stimulating social theories of Saint-Simon and Fourier.^ 

The lasting inspiration derived by Herzen from his uni\ ersky 
friends formed one of his most happy memories. They are im¬ 
mortalized, together with so much of his vital experience, in 
the superb memoirs, My Past and Thoughts, which he wrote in 
London in the evening of his life. ‘What I have written may 
contain dreams, a riddle to which I alone hold the key. Perhaps 
no one except me can hear how' spirits come to life under these 
lines . . . perhaps, but the book is none the less dear to me for 
that.’ 'These ‘spirits come to life’ persisted in the undying 
aspirations formed in Herzen’s student days, animating a 
loyalty wdiich w^as only intensified by his many subsequent 
disappointments in people and events. Those' three distinct stu¬ 
dent groups which grew up around Stankcvich, the Slavophils, 
and Belinsky, embraced a unique educated aristocracy of out¬ 
standing young men who, in spite of many natural divergences 
in social origin and personal temperament, were inwardly 
united by a profound feeling of estrangement from official 
Russia, and by a vague but genuinely disinterested enthusiasm 
for revised human values. ‘They neither thought nor cared 
about their social position, their personal profit, their security. 
They spent their lives, their whole energy, in a pursuit which 
brought them no personal advantage. Some forgot their wealth, 
others their poverty. Where, in what corner of contemporary 
Europe, will you find such hermits of thought, such devotees 
of science and art, such fanatics of conviction, whose strivings 

^ Excellent short accounts of these two writers can be found in The 
Socialist Tradition by Alexander Gray (1946). 
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remain eternally young even though their hair turns grey? In 
Europe today there is no youth, there are no young people . . . 
The finished self-centred modern Western man is always pleased 
with himself. He never forgets his personal views, his petty posi¬ 
tion and individual rights in his own pathetic little sphere . . . 
Western man was not always like that; he is fading away. The 
historical wave of natural changes has thrown up on the scene a 
slimy layer of petty bourgeois, covering over the paralysed aris- 
• tocratic class and drowning the original national character. . . . 

‘Blunt pedants and heavy scholars did not understand the 
nature of our meetings. They saw meat and wine, but they saw 
nothing else . . . We were not monks, we lived a many-sided 
fi,fe; and sitting at table we set more in motion and achieved no 
less than those fasting toilers who rummage in the backyards of 
science. W^e did not weep over the sins of this world, although 
we felt its sulferings, and we stood with a smile in readiness, 
without brooding over the foretaste of sacrifices which lay 
before us.’^ 

Though Herzen first threw himself into the ideological fray as 
a whole-hearted Westernizer, he felt a chi\'alrous sympathy for 
the leading Slavophils as participants in a family quarrel, and 
he drew closer to them as the years advanced. ‘The fight betw^een 
us is long over, and we have clasped hands again, though at the 
beginning of the forties we had to meet as enemies’, he wrote in 
his memoirs; and he commented on Konstantin Aksakov’s 
death (1861) : ‘It is painful for those who have loved them to 
know that they ai;c no more, those noble tireless men of action, 
those opponents who were closer to us than many of our own 
supporters.’ Yet he never drew" close enough to be reconciled to 
‘the feudal slavery oCthc Byzantine Church’. The Church, and 
all that it stood for, remained the deepest gulf betw'ecn them. 
Moreover, his conception of Russian nationality was more 
resolutely anti-governmental; he stated it in more precise and 
historically qualified terms than the Slavophils’ ominously fluid 
and mystic version. ‘The idea of nationality is itself a conserva¬ 
tive idea, a self-protective one; it carries with it the Judaic sense 
of the unquestionable superiority of a single race, together with 
an aristocratic urge for purity of blood and rights of succession. 
Nationality as a banner, a war-cry, can be admirable only when 
a dependent people is struggling for independence. Thus 
1 Polnoe Sobraniye: (ed.: Lemke), vol. 13, p. 100. 
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national feelings, in spite of their excesses, are full of inspiration 
in Italy and Poland, while at the same time they are disgusting 
in Germany. For us to concentrate on demonstrating our 
nationality would be e\en more absurd than it is for the Ger¬ 
mans ; e\ en those j)eoplc who shower us with abuse do not deny 
our nationality. ... We ought rather to contrast our real 
national character with that of our G(‘rmanized governmcAt 
and its renegade servants!’^ 

The last sentence pro\ides the key to Herzen’s innate sym- 
pathy with the aiiti-go\crnmental Slavophils who, like some 
anti-Sovi(*t Russians of today, protested when they could 
against a s*ate-religion which seemed to them to stifle the fresh 
young shoots of national life and sturdy independent character 
He found the Slavophils' instinct surer llian their reasoning, 
because its first impulse coincided with his own craving '^o 
repudiate the crushing bondage of Petersburg Russia. But he 
saw the folly of suggesting that they could sa\ e the situation by 
a return to the more easy-going Jiabits of' pre-Petrine Russia, 
even if such a course, had it been persistently pursued, might 
perhaps haxe bred less virulent social evil than the existing 
system contained. 

Herzc'n abhorred on principle tlu! powerful centralized state, 
not for its own creative inefficiency—though that was a minor 
reason—but because its unwieldy regimental system was bound 
to stupefy the defenceless masses and to brutalize its finest indi¬ 
vidual citizens, those who could give most to civilized life. The 
educated despotic state, with all its subjects trained for govern¬ 
ment service, and nothing but service, fiihxl him with the maxi¬ 
mum of horror; 'Genghiz Khan, e(]uii)ped with telegraphs, 
steamships and railways’, that was th? nightmare which 
Herzen saw^ taking shape in Russia during the reign of Nicolas I. 
But since this Frankenstein monster had been conjured into 
life, its makers and victims had first to recognize it for what it 
really was, before they could elfeclively resist or tame it. 

The immense growth in numbers and power of the official 
class, Herzen repeatedly observed, must be counted among the 
most liarmful and enduring results of Peter’s reforms. Apart 
from being an artificial class, cynically uncultured and greedy, 
it contrived to cover its misdeeds under a mask of public service, 
while in fact it remained abysmally ignorant of everything 
1 Polnoe Subraniye: (cd.: Lrmke), vol. 13, p. 122. 
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except office routine and the craven fulfilment of instructions 
from above. ‘It has turned’, said Herzen, ‘into a civil clergy 
which sucks the blood of the people through a thousand dirty 
mouths.’^ 

An officially fostered and indiscriminate distrust oi‘ all new 
developments in Western Europe darkened the Russian picture 
still more. Government edicts abruptly switched the course of 
national education from one scheme to another, according to 
• the prevalent official view of European affairs. 'J'hc astute ex- 
serf, A. Nikitenko, thus summed up the situation in his diary 
(i 8;^3) : ‘There was a time when no one dared to talk about im¬ 
proving agriculture unless he could quote supporting texts from 
jjoly writ. Then the authorities wanted to extend higher educa¬ 
tion, provided it conformed to a programme prepared by the 
Ministry of Public: Instruction, 'reachers of logic had simul¬ 
taneously to convince their pupils that the laws of reason did not 
(‘xist, and liistory teachers liad to prov e that Greece and Rome 
were ncjt rc'publics, but similar to absolute monarchies in the 
Turkish or Mongol style. . . . And now , it is quite another thing. 
Now they demand from young people that they should learn 
many subjects- -and not in a parrot-like w^ay—but on condition 
that they read no books, and so long as they do not start to con¬ 
sider for themselves whether it might be more useful lor the 
Fatlu^rland if its citizens had bright minds instead of bright but¬ 
tons on their uniforms.’ Herzen luft'dly expected that the intelli¬ 
gentsia would find a way out of this permanent impasse. Nor did 
he believe in cutting Gordian knc5ts. But he expected people to 
start by drawing a sharper distinefiem between the horrors of 
Governmental Russia and the healthy constructive elements 
which the Governrnent overshadowed. As he expounded later 
in his poignant letter (1851} to the brilliant French historian 
Michelet: ‘Our Government, which first broke w^ilh the people 
in the name of civilization, hurried, a century later, to break 
w'ith civilization in the name of Orthodoxy and Autocracy. 
The 1 sar seeks to isolate Russia from Europe, to kill thereby 
her growing civilization. He is doing his job.’ 

The demon of national self-satisfaction had thus acquired a 
spurious sanctity. That was a crime for which Herzen could 
never pardon Nicolas I. Yet even he admits that the Emperor’s 
bigoted brutality was tempered by unswerving devotion to duty, 
^ Ibid., vol. 11, p. 27. 
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and by an implacable sense of justice, which did not spare 
the highly-placed. Superbly confident of his own infallibility^ 
Nicolas was ruining his country with the best intentions in the 
world. Herzen recounts, in favour of Nicolas, the case of one 
of the Trubetskoy princes, who was deprix ed of his title and 
estates and banished to Siberia, in punishment foi having 
flogged a single serf lo death. He also cites a striking instance c^f 
injustice redrt‘sscd through Imperial intervention. This case 
imolved two peasants, who had been punished for a crime of >- 
which they turned out to be innocent. The men were publicly 
retried, presented with two liundred roubles compt'iisation for 
each stroke of the knout they had received, and given new pass¬ 
ports testifying to their innocence. (They had been branded for 
incendiarism.)^ 

But sparks of justice, lighting up the surrounding darkneSs, 
also made it look darker and more impenetrable, and when Her¬ 
zen read de Custine’s famous book. La Russie en its wither¬ 
ing indictment did not rouse him to protest against it, as many 
indignantly patriotic Russians did. Instead he honestly con¬ 
fessed : T bow my head; one feels the terrible truth.’ His own 
mind was moving rapidly towards a course of action, wliich,for 
want of any more precise definition, he called ‘Socialism’, 
meaning to begin witli, a mon! socially conscious opposition to 
despotic Imperial rule. 

Herzen’s eager but elusive'-quest for socialism, after leading 
him on a tortuous nomadic trek from East to West, drew him 
back again to the amorphous Asiatic steppes. It is tinged from 
the start by an almost mystic yearning for enlightenment, and 
chastened by a frankly tentative and undogmatie approach. 
Thus it becomes clear-cut exclusively in negation, and political 
only by virtue of its unrelenting struggle against the fatal abuse 
of power in the hands of a self-seeking Government or govern¬ 
mental machine. 

Perhaps the most remarkable quality of Herzen, as a prophet 
of socialism, is that his warnings against the likely perversions 
looming ahead are more emphatic than any rosy predictions 
about the benefits which it might bring. If he cherishes any 
permanent pet aversion, it is against the hard-bitten evangelist, 
the typically religious mind unleashed in the sphere of political 
reform. Therefore he deplored those revolutionary know-alls 
^ Polnoe Sobraniye: (ed.: Lemke), vol. J2, p. 216. 
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who retained Messianic illusions about building a new paradise 
mn earth. He regarded them as no better than dangerously 
competent fanatics, who would fight and toil without ever 
advancing a single step towards the realization of fruitful 
freedom. ‘We ha\'c no logic, only Holy w^rit attached to earthly 
things. Both the \vorshipp(!rs of property and its iconoclasts 
jybison and irritate each other more and more. This will lead, 
where all religious obsessions lead, not to agreement but to 
• bloodshed. ... It is high time to abandon theories of universal 
brotherhood,’ Herzen protested. ‘Explain to me jdease why it is 
foolish to believe in God, but not foolish to believe in Humanity? 
If it is stupid to believe in a kingdom of heaven, caij it be wise 
jp put our trust in earthly Utopias? After succ(‘ssfully ridding 
ourselves of positive religion, we ha\ e preserved all our religi«us 
hSbits, and after forfeiting paradise in heaxen, xv(; still expect 
the approach of lieaven on earth and boast of it. . . .’ 

No soothing sophistry could induce Herzen to exchange the 
dwindling Christian theocracy for anotluT patched-up legend 
to deify the improving order of the future. The stuffy ‘scientific’ 
rationalism of the Gorman socialists, d(!sj)ite its stress on fact 
and action, seemed to him incurably Uto])ian, since it offered 
little more than promissory notes and i)ost-dat('d cheques on 
a dwindling or non-existent bank-account. His own religious 
fervour, if such it may be called, found outlets as markedly un¬ 
political as they were unthcological. He tells us how at Moscow 
University the scales first fell from his eyes, when he saw in the 
midst of his studies how ‘the religion of life was conquering the 
religion of death, the religion of b«auty replacing the religion 
of flagellation, fasting and prayer. The crucified body experi¬ 
enced resurrection .'vnd no longer felt ashamed of itself.’ 

Ill 

As for plunging into the political arena, Herzen admitted with¬ 
out quibbling: ‘Our ideas were x aguc.’ He and his friends ex¬ 
tolled^ the stoic virtues of the Decembrists and the drastic 
example of the French Revolution; feeling some qualms about 
the outcome of the latter, they took Saint-Simon in their stride, 
passed on to an ideal constitution, an ideal republic, and came 
heavily down to earth again when they fixed their thoughts on 
the pressing problems of how^ to start to make Russian society 
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less painfully uncivilized. They anticipated Sir William Har- 
court’s non-party dictum—‘Wc arc all Socialists now’—to mart 
the inessential dificrences belween English political parties to¬ 
wards the end of llie nineteenth century. For them, any ruler 
efficiently guided by an altruistic social conscience and sense of 
the possible in fighting poverty and ignorance, became to that 
extent a Socialist in fact, whatever he might be in name. A 
thorough Socialist must simultaneously endeavour to cut down 
the sphere of governmental rule. For at that time the one un- 
questionable goal of a healthy socialist society was to limit and 
by degrees to render superfluous the functions of the State. 

A terribly remote and even a receding goal - for, unless human 
nature w’as transformed, how could any perceptible improve¬ 
ments in social conduct and institutions be maintained without 
the abiding guarantee of law? And how could laws be enforced 
except by a strong central government? Herzen saw the danger¬ 
ous absurdity of jiursuing this argunumt consistently, except 
by confining it to a counsel of perfection for wise men w ho knew 
how' to be laws unto themselves. Six montlis before his death 
he WTote in his op(‘n letter to Bakunin; ‘Because the forms of 
the state arc transitory, it does not follow that the state itself 
can be discarded as a thing of the past. How is it possible 
to repudiate the state, w hen the chief requirement for getting 
aw^ay from it is the attainment of years of* discretion by the 
majority?’ 

Meanw hile every generation, in struggling first and foremost 
to satisfy its own most urgeiK appetites, is prone to underesti¬ 
mate its bonds of kinship with the larger unrealized aspirations of 
the past. It is guilty of historical ingratitude. ‘'I'he Petrashevs- 
kists were our younger brothers, even as t^Je Decembrists were 
our older ones. The rising generation has f'orgotten them, re¬ 
pudiated them, as people less practical than they, less efficient, 
knowing less well where they are heading for; it is annoyed 
wdth them, and indiscriminately discards them as “superfluous 
people”, imaginary dreamers. It forgets that in judging charac¬ 
ters belonging to the past, a true estimate of their > alue and 
quality depends less on comparing the amount they knew with 
the amount they achieved, judged by present-day needs, than 
on gauging the energy and sincerity which they put into their 
work. . . . Boldly and quite deliberately I say once more about 
our comradeship of that time; sucli a circle of talented, 
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pure-hearted, intelligent and devoted people I ha\'C never met 
^nywherc else. . . . More than once I have heard x'oiced this 
strange objection : “You, even more than the Decembrists, were 
dilettantes of revolutionary ideas; for you, your participation 
was a luxury, revolution was never a crust of' bread and bare 
cxhicnce, a matter of life or death. ...” I suppose, I answered 
Qnce, that it was, for those condemned to death.’ 

‘But the refusal to acknowledge people, because they do from 
^ inner necessity what otliers do f)nly w^heii goaded by ijoxerty, 
strongly resembles tliat morbid monastic asceticism which 
values highly only those obligations which are most repulsive to 
fulfil. The oligarchical claims of pox erty to a monopoly of x'irtue 
arc as unjust as all monopoli(‘S. Saint-Simon, a desVendant of 
Charlemagne, Rol)ert Ow^en, the factory owner, did not become 
apostles of socialism bc'cause they were dying of hunger. Gospel 
charity and democratic envy both together get you no further 
than almsgiving or enforced robbery, no further than a re¬ 
distribution of property or unixersal beggary. . . . 

‘Our childish liberalism of 1826 lost its seduction for us after 
the ruin of Poland (1830). It w'as then that one section of our 
young people threw' themselves into a deeper study of Russian 
history, while another set out to master German philosophy.’ 
Some, like the restless CJalakhov, knocked at the doors of the 
Catholic Church: ‘but his lively soul recoiled from that gloomy 
twilight, from the raw' sepulchral,prison-like smell of its joyless 
vaults. . . . Ogarev and 1 belonged to none of these groups. Our 
faith in revolutions in the style of Bcrangcr’s songs had been 
shattered, but \fe were looking for something which w'c could 
not find either in Nestor’s Chronicle or in the transcendental 
idealism of Schclling. In the midst of these strivings, con¬ 
jectures, and cfl'or*ts to overcome our terrifying doubts, we 
came across Saint-Simon’s brochures. . . . Our souls, our hearts 
opened to that new world . . . Saint-Simonism became the 
foundation-stone of our convictions, and so it has remained 
immutably in all essentials.’^ 

Herzen is now no longer ridiculed for having allowed the 
impulsive and w'himsical Saint-Simon to charm his imagina¬ 
tion more permanently than the famous system-building 
German professors, who wrought such havoc on weaker Rus¬ 
sian minds. Saint-Simon, despite his engaging streak of madness, 

> Polnoe Sobraniyei (ccl.: Lcmke), vol. 12, pp. 151-2. 





224 PIONEERS OF RUSSIAN SOCIAL THOUGHT 

went one better than Plato’s pica for philosopher kings. He 
urged that all sensible men should start to cultivate an entirely, 
new separation of spiritual and temporal authority. The spiri¬ 
tual leadership of mankind should be henceforth entrusted to a 
select body of mathematicianSj scientists, writers, artists and 
musicians. These brilliant creatures he aptly called tbx^ ‘flam¬ 
beaux’ of mankind, their torches. Ordinary lesser mortals 
would learn to feel appropriate gratitude to such enlightened 
‘natural’ teachers, because the majority could not help deriving ^ 
immense advantage from their ‘lumieres’. Moreover the 
‘torches’, though few in number, would be elected by universal 
suffrage—a generous, if risky, concession to the democratic 
sentiment of the Frencli Revolution. 

Of course, all men must work. E\’ery man whose brain is less^ 
useful than his body will be obliged to work with his hand*.,. 
And God ordains (in a vision vouchsafed to Saint-Simon) that 
all Bishops, priests and other ( Icrgy must forthwith cease to 
speak in God’s name, since ‘they have ceased to be more learned 
than the flock whom they would lead, and have allowed them¬ 
selves to be dominated by the temporal power.’ The ‘torches’ 
(‘The Council of Newton’) will ihcrefon' take the clergy’s 
place as God's proper representatives on earth. 

Herzen seems to have discerned a certain dazzling incoher¬ 
ence in these and other ideas thrown out so abundantly by the 
fertile Saint-Simon. He ne\yr reached the point of recom¬ 
mending that they should be studied as a manual for practical 
legislators. Also he noticed disapprovingly that both Saint- 
Simon and Fourier attracted the sorry kind dif Russians who 
were incapable of making up their own minds about anything 
definite. In spite of all these drawbacks, he was firmly con¬ 
vinced that, by virtue of their more imaginSitivc approach to a 
science of society, they had left Hegel and Feuerbach far be¬ 
hind. By hinting at a new order of spiritual leadership alongside 
—and not to be confused with—a new and freer type of econo¬ 
mic association—they helped to revive a world which was 
rapidly abandoning its confidence in either. Herzen found 
spiritual guides to be necessary, even if they were rare and far 
from infallible. He felt more temperamentally suspicious of 
economic leadership, and ridiculed the far-fetched pretensions 
of some economists to scientific infallibility. But though he 
disparaged its ‘ready-made and compulsory order, its dose 
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of regimental manners’, the economic idee maitresse behind 
fouricr’s self-sufficient phalansteries struck a responsive chord 
in his heart. For it corresponded to something which he knew 
and treasured in the friendly co-operation of workmen in the 
small-scale Russian arteL 
:• 


IV 

, ^‘Leaving the gates of the University, we entered the gates of the 
prison-house’, was Herzen’s comment on the next stage of his 
career. He meant of course the stifling Russia of Nicolas I, as 
it was felt by energetic, indeperuhmt-minded and^ therefore 
‘superfluous’ young men. ‘Sensing long ago that we were super¬ 
fluous on the shores of the Neva, we pursued the sensible course 
oftexile as soon as tlie cord was loosened’, he said. But before 
they could spread their wings abroad, Herzen and several of 
his friends had first to taste the rigours of exile within Russia, to 
pay the penalty for ill-disposed expressions of political discon¬ 
tent. In fact, a roving interest in vague socialist ideas, plus 
a couple of disrespectful remarks about Nicolas I, were the 
blackest crimes that could be prov(xl against him—but enough 
to sentence him to banishment in Perm and Vyatka (1835), and 
later in Novgorod (1841). Afterwards, from his voluntary exile 
abroad he looked back on these years of compulsory home exile 
with something like nostalgia. 'Il>ey turned out to be a tonic, 
an ordeal, which strengthened his mind and character without 
impairing his faith in Russian potentialities. 

‘The consciousness of open persecaition suppoi ts tlu! desire to 
resist, enhanced danger stimulates our strength’, he said, and 
could afford to say^, about the mild ])unishmcnt which he 
suffered, and which provided him with a wholesome instruction 
course in Siberian local government. Working as a minor official 
in the Vyatka administration, he learned to prize the sturdy 
qualities of inconspicuous townspeople and peasants, rescued by 
sheer gc*t)graphical distance from the paralysing grip of the huge 
administrative centres. He benefited also by his opportunity to 
study at close quarters the revolting Esquimau-faced Governor, 
Tufayev, ‘like a sinister beast, encountered in some primeval 
forest’. 

The erudite Westfalian agronomc, Baron von Haxthausen, 
who toured Russia and met Herzen in Moscow in 1843, I^^tcr 
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produced a substantial book about the Russian Empire,^ con¬ 
taining many respectful remarks about its system of landj- 
tenure. In Russia he became almost a national hero overnight, 
through being the first foreign observer who had systematically 
'vritten up the ////V. He praised it as ‘‘a small republic, governing 
(self in its internal affairs, and knowing neither [lersoMil prop¬ 
erty nor proletariat. . . . The Commune is the family enlarged. 
The land belongs to the Commune. Since every Russian also 
belongs to a commune, and all the members of it are entitled to^ 
equal shares in the land, there arc no born proletarians in 
Russia.’ Haxthausen concluded that something like the Utopia 
of European socialists already existed in Russia, which had 
therefore nothing to fear from the revolutionary unrest threaten¬ 
ing the other countries of Europe. * 

Various Slavophils had previously said much the same ihing^as 
Haxthausen. But owing to a peculiar doubhr-edged scmsilivencss 
to foreigners’ opinion about themseh es, most Russians attached 
a far higher degree of importance to the sober German’s dis¬ 
covery ol'their unconscious and unrecognized Arcadia. Herzen, 
on the contrary, was not carried off his feet at all. Haxthausen’s 
tribute was undoubtedly flattering, and probably honest, but 
was it well-founded? Moreover, his gratified Russian readers 
too readily forgot that he had modified his praise by pointing 
out two radical defects in the communal system. First, its con¬ 
servative rigidity militated against any improvement in agri¬ 
cultural technique. Secondly, it encouraged the ])opulation to 
outrun their means of subsistence. For, since every surviving 
son was automatically eniuled to a strip of l*And, the Russian 
peasant could most easily increase his wealth by enlarging his 
family. It was all right for Russians to breed like rabbits so long 
as there remained enough surplus uncultivated land which 
could be added to the mir^ but even in so vast a country there 
were obvious limits, and much of the land was uncultivable or 
poor. Haxthausen’s analysis, and still more the misguided 
enthusiasm which greeted his book in Russia, stimulated 
Herzen to set forth his own more critical and mature judgement 
of the Russian peasant and his local communism. ' 

Despotism above, Communism below, between them the 

' Studien iiber die inneren ^ustdnde, das Volkslehen, und insbesondere die land- 
lichen FAnrichtungen Russlands, Hanover, 1847. These two volumes were 
simultaneously published in French. An English edition appeared in 1856. 
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hesitating circle of the aristocracy, the effervescent froth of the 
intelligentsia—that was a bald summary of the status quo. When 
peasants rebelled against their masters, what mattered vitally 
was not more freedom for themselves but more land for the 
commune, and they hardly ceased to imagine that they must 
be serfs df the Tsar. The commune remained the original found¬ 
ation. But was it a good foundation to continue to build on? 
Tn reality the commune is far too staticHerzen argued, ‘it 
• vegetates without any internal striving. It receives no impulsion 
from outside. In giving to every man inalienably a piece of land, 
it likewise deprives him of any personal responsibility. Is it 
surprising that our peasant had hardly developed ^thc begin¬ 
nings of self-respect, or sense ol‘ personal possession, when his 
strip of open field, even his wife and daughter—are not really 
hts own. He is worse off than the urban proletariat, for he is a 
mere chattel. ... In what way are we superior to the colon¬ 
ists of Surinam, to the English in India? No, we arc inferior, 
because our peasants as human beings stand much higher than 
savages. They bear their heavy cross meekly, submissively.^ 

‘The Russian peasant is still in tlic same state as he was 
when the nomad armies of Genghiz Khan surprised him. Is it 
decline or infancy, the barbarism which follows death, or the 
barbarism whic h ])recedes life? I’hc peasants, both in Great and 
Tittle Russia, have remarkably alert minds, an almost southern 
\ivacity, which is astonishing to find in a northern land. They 
build their little huts close to eac h otliCT, preferring them to be 
burned down together rather thaw to be scattered. Their fields, 
without enclosures, lose tiiemselves in an cmdless distance behind 
the dwellings. Here is an intermediate existence between geology' 
and history; it has,a character, a w'ay of being, but no bio¬ 
graphy. After a few generations, the peasant rebuilds his pine- 
log hut, which has gradually fallen to pieces, w'ithout leaving 
any more permanent traces behind it than does the peasant 
himself when he dies.’^ 

Despite liis profound sympathy witli the peasant’s fate (prior 
to emancipation) as a downtrodden helot with qualities of 
rustic charm and immense physical vigour, Herzen’s attitude 
to the future of the Russian masses is fraught with ambiguity. 
He wants their material and moral standard to improve, but 

^ Polnoc Sobraniye: (cxi.: Lcmke), vol. 3, p. 117. 

2 Ihi( 4 ., vol. G, p. 198. 
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not at the cost of impairing those original virtues which spring 
from their peasant mode of life, virtues which could nevc» 
sur\ive under a Western type of urban industrial civilization. 
Haxthausen had shrewdly obser\ed that the Russian peasant 
was both enterprising and good at heart so long as he was 
poor, but that as soon as he acquired money or inflflence he 
turned into an arrant rogue. ‘The craving for money anfd 
distinction are rocks upon which in Russia every character 
is shipwrecked.’ Herzen appears to have felt this same paradox ^ 
and, much as he hated the brutal side of serfdom, he wrote 
later, ‘I.es bonnes moeurs paysannes ctaient en partie sauve- 
gardees par le servage’.^ Turgenev teased him about his 
worship of that mysterious new idol, the sheepskin cloak, an^ 
warned him that the peasant was conservative to the core. The 
responsive Herzen felt heart-searchings, and sometimes ask^il 
himself the same question as the sceptical narodnik Nekrasov, 
pondering over his hazily idealized moujik : 

O will you waken, full of j)ower, 

Or bowing to the yoke of fate, 

Have you already accomplished all you could, 

And bursting into song so like a groan, 

Did you in spirit leave this life for ever?® 

Herzen remarked that the childhood of a nation could easily 
last for several thousand years. But, he admitted, so could a 
nation’s old age. The Slav peoples w'ith their ancient but 
changeless peasantry struck him as an example of the former 
stage, the Chinese and Indians of the latter. A consoling thought 
—only disturbed by the query w^hether such a long-drawn-out 
childhood might not prove to be a permanently stunted and 
arrested development. As for the mir\ adaptability, Herzen in 
course of time agreed more and more decisively with Ogarev, 
Bakunin and the economic Westernizers, that this obstinate 
relic of primitive communism was an appalling handicap. 
Herzen has often been called ‘the first narodnik\ but few 
narodniks seem to have shared the disgust which he felt for the 
stagnant mir. 

Indeed, the communism of the mir flatly contradicted 
Herzen’s recurrent argument that self-respect, creative zeal 

^ Polnoe Sohraniye: (cd.: Lcmke), vol. 20, p. 165. 

2 Razmyshleniya u Paradnovo Podyezda (1858). 
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and careful responsible work could never flourish without a 
iense of personal property. Though he always stressed the 
ethical rather than the economic side of socialism, he clearly 
considered private ownership of property, rightly used, to be 
itself an instrument of liberation, an indispensable moral 
incentive* ‘We have never denied property, just as we have 
never made it an article of faith, a theological dogma of 
absolute right, absolved from any duty in use or abuse.’^ 
^Undoubtedly his own private fortune serv'cd him as a weapon 
without w’^hich his life’s work would have been crippled. A 
poor man could never have published The Bell or generously 
supported so many poverty-stricken refugees. When the Tsar 
tried to block the transfer of his money from Russia to France 
in 1848, Herzen successfully enlisted the services of the Paris 
Rftthschild. The reigning member of that international bank¬ 
ing dynasty managed to outmanoeuvre the Russian autocrat. 
Herzen spurred Rothschild’s professional pride by telling him 
that he had to contend with a perfect example of‘that dictator¬ 
ship on which reaction relics, seizing private property as it 
pleases . . . Cossack communism is worse than Louis Blanc’s!’ 

V 

Two of Herzen’s most suggestive early essays date from his 
period of exile within Russia —Dilettantism in Science, and Bud¬ 
dhism in Science (1841-1843). He gave the nickname ‘Buddhists' 
to specialists so absorbed in one narrow field of analysis that in 
the process of spfitting intellectual atoms their spiritual facul¬ 
ties became sub-human. ‘Buddhists’ in the guise of religious and 
moral doctrinaires hp stigmatized as the most dangerous group 
of all, because, instead of being content with a modest following 
of fellow ‘experts’, they thirst to dominate the minds of all and 
sundry. ‘They condemn all selfish conduct with an air of righteous 
indignation, call egoism a vice, thunder virtuously against it, 
but without ever condescending to consider what it really is. 
Egoism glitters in the eyes of the wild beast. It is savage and 
direct in primitive man; why should it dissolv^e in educated 
man? Strange creatures! Instead of basing their whole social 
wisdom on the fact of human egoism, as an obvious foundation- 
stone, they try by every means to injure and disgrace it, and to 
^ Polnoe Sobrantye: (ed.: Lemkc), vol. 20, p. 184. 



230 PIONEERS OF RUSSIAN SOCIAL THOUGHT 

turn men into insipid good-natured creatures, craving for 
voluntary slavery!’ Herzen recalls the respectable moralist, who 
having taught his horse to give up the selfish habit of eating and 
drinking, w^as none the less furious when it languislicd and died. 

If wallowing in bestial egoism is rightly held to be repulsive in 
a man, the o})posite extreme of self-immolation for a fi!ture life, 
or for the sake of hypothetical superior grandchildren, appears 
to be a lamentably foolish substitute. However plausible or even 
admirable the sentiment may sound, its practical application• 
is too often painfully inept. It improves on nominal Christian 
altruism, from which it derives, only to the extent of being less 
hypocritical. ‘Expectation of rewards in heax en, and punish¬ 
ments in hell, give the best actions a purely egoistic character, 
ami in this way the Christian outlook is mucli lower than the 
pagan. 'The belter part of our dim understanding of soefal 
obligations is derived from Greek and Roman sources.’ But 
why should we go out of our way to torture ourseh es, and 
inflict torture on others, for the sole sake of an unpr(*dictable 
future? What right have we to believe that a future we can 
never see will be better than the present which we know? And, 
if we look back and survey them, how barren were the results 
achiev'ed by those who worked on this assumption. 

‘If progress is the purpose, for whom do w(! work? W'ho is 
that Moloch, who, as the labountrs approach him, instead of 
rewarding them, moves away, and to the exhausted and 
doomed crowds who cry, “Morituri te salutant”, only answ'ers 
with a sardonic smile that earthly lile will be beautiful after 
they are dead? (Jan you condemn ptrople to the pitiful role of 
caryatids holding up a terrace on which some day other people 
may dance? . . . or to be unhappy toilers, w jio up to the knees in 
mud, drag along a boat bearing the modest inscription “pro¬ 
gress towards the future” on its flag? Some exhausted ones fall 
on the towpath, others tug at the ropes with renew'cd force, but 
the path goes on in the same way, because progress has no end. 
That thought alone should put people on their guard.'A goal 
which is infinitely far away is not a goal at all, but more like a 
treacherous decoy. The goal should be nearer. The goal of 
every generation is itself . . . No, nature never makes one 
generation a stepping-stone towards the next. She is content, 
like Cleopatra, to dissolve her pearls in one goblet of wine, so 
long as she can enjoy the present.’ 
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The last sentence strikes a frankly hedonistic note, which 
itiight tempt the unwary reader to identify Herzen with those 
legendary Russian aristocrats who recklessly gambled away 
huge fortunes in a single night. It is true that he was a jovial 
and sociable man, with a touch of wild exuberance whicli later 
shocked fiis Victorian neighbours in Fulham and Putney. But 
hfs intensely disciplined mind and discriminating taste abhorred 
the vulgar excesses of the roue. The stupid and wasteful dissipa- 
4 ion of his more fashionable compatriots exasperated him no less 
than the averages European’s smug pursuit of the more easily 
obtainable ‘bt)urgeois’ satisfactions. To li\c for the present 
never meant, for him, behaving like a glorified pig, surren- 
fiering to exery impulse unchecked by reasonable tliought Jbr 
the morrow. * 

Nevertheless, before joining in the wild-goose chase after 
impossibly distant targets, he pleaded for a prior consideration 
of some constant |)sychological factors, whidi seemed to recur 
and emerge in a significant pattern out of the chaotic ups and 
downs of recent historical change. 'Fhe leading German and 
French sociologists, from Hegel to Comte, had all been inclined 
to invoke history as a store-house ol‘ apt illustrations to re¬ 
inforce their various teleological arguments, while they tacitly 
ignored examples which might point to the contrary. It was 
now high time to redress the balance by deciding whether the 
sum of historical experience did nbt in fact disprox e more than 
it proved, and render its most valuable serx icc in the negatixe 
action of removing ancient stuntbling-blocks, in ‘debunking’ 
every kind of unscientific predictiort. 

Would not an honest judge, summing up from the latest 
available evidence, conclude that the guiding motive of cumu¬ 
lative and comprehensive progress by the w'hole human race was 
neither reinfoi ced by historical example nor even intelligible as 
an idea? Had moral progress not been grossly confused with 
sponadk* outbursts of creative power, sometimes aided by local 
advances in the technical masteiy over nature? Worse still, 
in Hqrzen’s mind, human obsession with that motive had so far 
proved to be a source of sterile or destructive illusion. It per¬ 
sisted in modern socialists, not as a ‘valuable lie’, which made 
the rigours of normal existence more tolerable, but merely as 
an obstructive and harassing survival of the primitive Christian 
superstition that the kingdom of God would be realized on earth. 
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If people would only dc\ote to their short span of years a love 
and forethought equal to their worries about a future eternai 
life in licavcn or a future paradise on earth, they would court 
fewer disappointments, and might learn to build a wiser 
happiness out of inevitably transitory things. Herzen’s own 
prolonged and unsuccessful political struggle seems to have con¬ 
vinced him that the noblest ideals, e\'cn when sincere personal 
efforts promoted them, were bound to undergo distortion to the 
point of unrecognizable mutilation, as soon as they became' 
widely diffused. Without ever becoming a sour misanthropist, 
he ceased to expect wonders from a large number of his fellow- 
creatures. ‘In order to make Reason attractive to the multi¬ 
tude,’ he observed, ‘you would first have to dress her up as a 
pretty actress, and then undress her." It is unjust to infer from 
this remark that Herzen was either an intellectual or a social 
snob. He found more fault with the educated multitude than 
with the ignorant masses. Indeed that standardization of taste 
in terms of pretty actresses was rather a speciality of the 
wealthier urban classes. He rightly said about himself: ‘I 
loathe, especially since the misfortunes of 1848, demagogic 
flattery of the mob, but I hate still more aristocratic slander of 
the common people.’ 

In any case the ideals of one generation seemed to be re¬ 
peatedly deformed and discredited in the process of realization 
by their historic heirs. They were exploited, but they were not 
understood. In their original form they stimulated little effec¬ 
tive action beyond the lives of their own initiators. Therefore 
Reason might turn out to ht more useful as a prosaic measuring 
rod for plainly measurable quantities; it should cease to be 
regarded as an integrating force, potent^ for good in every 
human bij)cd, for that was loo much like the will-o’-the-wisp 
pursued by ingenious and superstitiously optimistic eighteenth- 
century philosophers. ‘To be taken over by the future as an 
element docs not mean that the future will fulfil our ideals,’ 
Herzen summed up with sober perspicacity. ‘Rome did not bring 
into existence the Republic of Plato, nor did it realize the essen¬ 
tial Greek ideals. The Middle Ages were not a development of 
Rome. Contemporary Western strivings will enter into the main 
body of history, will exert their effect on it, in the same way 
as our physical bodies will disappear in the composition of grass 
and other bodies. That type of immortality does not please us.’ 
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In February 1847 huge carriages containing Herzen, his 
family and various retainers, passed across the Russian frontier. 
Little though he knew it, this first stage of his voluntary pilgrim¬ 
age to AAiestern Europe turned out to be the last time he ever 
saw his native land. His destination was Paris. 

At that time France held thoughtful Russians under an irresis- 
, jiblc spell, which has long since been cast off. The polished 
glitter and charm of the French eighteenth-century court, the 
devastating irony of Voltaire, the pseudo-primitive humanita¬ 
rian gospel of Rousseau, had each in turn inspired its adept 
circle of devoted Russian disciples, and each wave of imitative 
e!hthusiasm had simultaneously produced a fertile brcediqg- 
g3t:)und for vulgar travesty. Herzen was only too painfully 
familiar with the vagaries of Russian Francophils. ‘Our Europe 
repeated on a distorted scale all that was happening in European 
Europe, but with an exaggerated deterioration of quality’, he 
remarked. Undoubtedly La Dame aux Camelias and the outre 
feminist no\ds of George Sand affected the behaviour of 
Russian society far less advantageously (but far more widely) 
than the classical French culture which a few^ aristocrats had 
assimilated in the age of Catherine and Alexander I. 

‘The French courtisane dining in a stufiy prix ate room of the 
Maison Doric^ dreams at least of her future salon^ while the Rus¬ 
sian lady, sitting in her luxurious drawing-room, decorated 
with coats-of-arms, dreams about \^e public-house . . . our serf¬ 
owning camelias^*OUT Traviati with,ropes of pearls! . . . The 
next phase occurred in the auditorium, where bespectacled 
students with cropped hair listened to lectures on the secrets of 
nature. Here one must forget all about camellias or magnolias, 
forget even that there arc two different sexes. The camellias 
grew up out of vague indignation, revolt against the rules of the 
household. That revolt reached its natural saturation point. 
But this? time our ladies pursue an idea^ “the rights of women”. 
No longer carried away by their emotions, they fall instead on a 
theoretical parachute. They throw themselves into the stream 
with a guide-book to swimming, and deliberately swim against 
the tide I’ 

Until he came to know France at close quarters, Herzen 
remained content to idealize her image in the romantic haze of 

Q 
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distance, reserving his shafts of irony for the discomfiture of 
Frenchified Russians. I'lie country which had bred the spark¬ 
ling self-confident intellect of the Encyclopaedists (although a 
century back) could not fail to attract the \igorous interna¬ 
tional mind of Herzen, who used a sharper eye than most of his 
compatriots in distinguishing the features of the painstaking 
copy from the more masterly original. Fascinated most of all by 
Saint-Simon and Fourier, he ine\ itably started by paying more 
attention to Frencli imaginatixe aspirations than to their ful¬ 
filment in French national life. He tended to confuse exceptional 
and charming symbolic myths with the unsteady, often sordid, 
process of French political history, and the lure of France 
as a focal centre of Europe’s intellectual growth became 
almost identified in his mind with love for Fram e and Pans 
as the spiritual liome of potential revolutionary rebirth. ‘Papis, 
the heart of the world, the brain of history, the international 
bazaar on the Champ de Mars, the beginning of tlie brotherhood 
of peoples and universal peace!’ 

Arriving for the first time in Paris, Herzen recorded his still 
enraptured emotion : ‘I entered the city with reverence, as 
men used to enter Jerusalem or Rome.’ But even his worst 
enemies would not deny that Herzen’s powers of observation 
were exceptionally acute. He saw through shams, and a few 
months’ residence in Paris quickly dispelled his cherished 
visions. He was irritated but not surprised to meet numbers 
of his noisy and gay compatriots sliding over the polished 
surface of French life, blincii its seamy side; he expected 
nothing better from the average Europeanized Russian. But it 
dawned on him with a sense of shock and bitter mortification 
that French people did not correspond at all to his hopeful 
conception of them. Unfortunately they fell very far below it. 

Neither French refinement and culture, nor French revolu¬ 
tionary vigour, turned out to be anything like the brilliant 
picture he had formed of them. It seemed to him that both had 
plainly degenerated, that their nominal adherents were duped 
by catch-words with meagre substance, that the Paris of his 
dreams had dwindled into a real city of triumphant shop¬ 
keepers, who devoted their fussy bustling energy to ‘the unclean 
worship of material gain and tranquillity’. The criminally 
greedy Paris of Louis Philippe, immortalized by Balzac, had 
swamped the original French flair for beauty, clear proportion 
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and distinctive style, and submerged it under a flood of glitter¬ 
ing expensive golden luxury. In Herzen’s own graphic words: 
‘Courtisancs s(!t the fashion for ladies; the gambler ousts the 
educated man; witty social gatherings give place to heavy 
orgies, in wliich gold strangles art.’ 

Some fragments ol past magnificence still struggled for sur¬ 
vival, but they were weakening, or blended with the present in 
unpromising hybrid forms. ‘The inexhaustible wealth of its 
^ long civilization, the colossal supply of words and images, flash 
through French brains like glimmerings in a phosphorescent 
sea, without clearly lighting up a single object. A sort of whirl¬ 
wind, sweeping together the fragments of two worlds before a 
cataclysm, has drawn them into this gigantic me*mory, but 
without cohesion and without science. They move from gne 
fArase to another, from one paradox to another, from antithesis 
to synthesis, and fail to solve a single problem. They mistake a 
hieroglyphic for a reality, a wish for a fact. A restless striving 
without means and without any definite aims; unfinished 
sketches, undeveloped thoughts, hints, approximations, frescoes, 
arabesques . . . Those clear connections, of w^hich old France 
used to be proud, they have lost; they do not seek the truth; it 
is too terrifying. A false forced romanticism, a melodramatic 
and empty rhetoric has led their taste astray from everything 
straightforward and healthy.’ 

Moreo\'cr, the French were living in a fool’s paradise, still 
intoxicated with the consoling self-satisfaction of their formerly 
superior culture, wilfully blind {o the retribution which was 
overtaking then! for their own glaring faults and careless 
follies. ‘What arc we to say w^hen the glow of' past glory on 
festering wounds, s^jhilitic sores and sunken cheeks, is adver¬ 
tised as the blushes of youth?. ... To flatter the pride of these 
empty degenerate descendants, to approve their wretched sense¬ 
less existence—is a crime. To pretend that present-day Paris is 
the saviour and liberator of the world, to affirm that she is 
great ift her fall, that she has not really fallen—is to fabricate 
an apotheosis out of the feverish ravings of Nero or Caligula.’ 

If Herzen had not pinned such extravagant hopes on French 
moral leadership of Europe his disappointment in the anti¬ 
climax of French genius would surely have been less embittered 
and poignant. He expected the French to set a worthier ex¬ 
ample and, in spite of his normal scepticism and flexibility of 




236 PIONEERS OF RUSSIAN SOCIAL THOUGHT 

mind, he had been prone to attribute sincere altruistic motives 
lo the architects of French political upheavals. But the damp, 
squib of the 1848 revolution, its final extinction in the blood¬ 
bath of Cavaignac, followed by the rise to power of Louis 
Napoleon, put the finishing touches to Herzen’s political re¬ 
education. That course of events finally convinced himr that his 
faith in France had been a deplorable mistake and, more 
important still, that violent revolutions, whether successful or 
not in conquering political power, had in fact failed to bring 
Europe substantially nearer to the realization of its social ideals. 
‘Socialism left a victor on the field of battle will inevitably be 
deformed into a commonplace bourgeois ]>hilislinism. Then a 
cry of denial will be wrung from tlu? titanic breast of the 
revolutionary minority, and the deadly battle will begin again.’ 

More and more he turned away from politicians and the state 
as the most likely means of securing social improvements. Herzen 
saw that modern states were almost all turning into powerful 
industrial bureaucracies which automatically tended to sacri¬ 
fice fresh individual aspirations to the practical rules and con¬ 
ventions of an orderly ant-heap. That such a rationalized 
economic order might usher itself in everywhere through 
following the line of least resistance, and then remain firmly 
founded on public inertia and impotence, rendered it none 
the less fatal to further human growth. ‘Bees and ants, as far 
as one can judge, may go on’living for ever in exactly the same 
kind of social organization. But millions of generations may 
have struggled and perished <*beforc they became fixed in that 
state of organized equilibrium.’ 

His life in England provoked Herzen to observe that a people 
which reaches a state of social organizatio,n thoroughly corre¬ 
sponding to its needs, has no inner necessity to go further, to 
fight or to revolt, to produce original personalities. England 
was turning into a country of w^hitc-skinned Chinese. It re¬ 
minded him of the immobility of Eastern peoples, but with one 
important difference. Instead of enjoying ancient ritiial and 
inert Asiatic calm, the majority of Western Europ^.ans were 
nervous and chronically restless. ‘In repudiating originality we 
have not repudiated changes, so long as these arc made all the 
time and by everybody. Having discarded the traditional 
costume of our fathers, we are prepared to alter the style of our 
clothes three times a year, so long as everyone else docs the 
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same—and this is done, not for the sake of beauty or comfort, 
•but for the sake of change itself.’ 

But in change and immobility alike ‘the bonds of convention 
strangle development, when the understanding of good and 
evil becomes identified with its agreement or disagreement 
with thi? accepted custom of the moment. For the essence of 
development consists in a striving to go further than custom, to 
improve on it. The collective mediocrity hates w'hatever is 
.sharp, original, outstanding. And since the average type has 
less intelligence and fewer desires, the collective stream, like a 
sticky bog, drags down whoever struggles to rise out of it.’ 
Whether the state which regulated that society w'as^ autocratic 
as in Russia, constitutional as in England or republican as in 
Vrance, the difTcrence was little more than formal. ConseBva- 
tfve and revolutionary politicians alike had proved their 
spiritual bankruptcy; intellectual pig-headedness and timidity 
vied with a vain democratic desire to please and cajole the 
multitude at any price. ‘What did you do, revolutionaries 
frightened of revolution, political tricksters, buffoons of liberty? 
You played at liberty, at terror and government; you chattered 
in Assemblies . . . until the real public criminals, surprised at 
being left alive, praised your clemency. You foresaw nothing. 
And the best among you paid w’ith their heads for your folly. . . . 

‘Democracy can create nothing positixe. That is not its 
affair—it will become an absurdi^>y as soon as its last enemy has 
expired. Democrats only know (to use Cromw^dl’s wwds) what 
they don’t want^ they do not knc*v what they want. . . . Behind 
the knowledge of what we don’t want lies hidden the premoni¬ 
tion of what we want. But we no longer count on temptations 
of the devil, on help from God, on life beyond the grave. The 
ground is cleared, and that is already constructive, lies are ex¬ 
posed, and that removes a barrier to truth. But there is no 
genuine creation in democracy and therefore it has no future. 
The future lies outside politics; it will rise above the chaos of all 
political and social strivings, extracting from them some threads 
for the npw material, which will make a winding-sheet for the 
past and swaddling-clothes for the new^ly-born.’^ 

In his Letters from France and Italy (wTitten under the over¬ 
powering impression of the 1848 revolutions) Herzen summed 
up the lessons he had learned from his wandering Odyssey in 
' Polnoe Sohraniye: (cd.: Lemkc), vol. 5, p. 443. 
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Europe. ‘Beginning with a cry of joy at crossing the frontier, 
I ended by a spiritual return to my own country. Faith in 
Russia saved me on the verge of moral ruin.’ At this crucial 
turning-point in his life, it is salutary to consider why Herzen’s 
first love of European civilization turned by degrees to dis¬ 
appointment, disgust and even loathing. And wHat fresh 
virtues did he find in an already Europeanized Russia, which 
made him clutch at the hope that she could still escape from 
the enveloping cycle of European mo\'ement? How indeed could / 
a moral condemnation of modern Europe turn logically into a 
defence of modern Russia? The first question deserves to be 
answered first, and it is easier to answer than the second. 

The prosaic anticlimax of' mid-nineteenth century political 
reforms, the misfire of revolutionary efforts, seen in a wider 
perspective, show'ed themselves to be minor symptoms of'h 
widespread decline in the standards and ideals of European 
society. ‘On one side the property-owning bourgeoisie, obstin¬ 
ately refusing to part with its monopolies, on the otlier side the 
bourgeoisie without property, or with less, who want to seize it 
from those who have more, but lack tlic strength to do so; in a 
word, on one side, a\ arice, on the other, envy.’ Those were the 
twin motives, both equally sordid, round wiiicli the whole 
European world seemed to re\'olve. Whenever a new w^avc of 
opposition rose to powder at the expense of its predecessors, and 
acquired money or influence,it naturally moved away from the 
side of envy and joined up on the side of avarice. 

Moreover, so long as Europe believed firnjly in herself, so 
long as the future had appc<xred to be nothing but the natural 
sequence of her own self-centred development, she could per¬ 
haps afford to ignore the inner experience .of other continents. 
But Herzen noticed that the arrogant egoism of many Western 
Europeans had become in part a shield against the inner rav¬ 
ages of self-distrust and doubt. ‘Their superb ignorance about 
the outside world no longer suits the modern Europeans,’ he 
said, and added significantly, ‘Caesar knew the Gauls better than 
modern Europe knows the Russians.’ 

The next far-reaching inference which he draws about 
Russo-European relations is harder to grasp and impossible to 
substantiate. To Herzen’s mind, it was not the .spiritually turbu¬ 
lent post-1856 reformist Russia, but the inwardly static post- 
1848 Europe, which betrayed the stagnant features of a new 
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Byzantium. For Europe’s social organization, not that of 
•Russia, seemed to him to have reached that degree of immuta¬ 
bility, beyond which it could no longer satisfy fresh human 
needs without changing its very foundations, ue, without ceasing 
to be itself. ‘Byzantium could go on living, but she had nothing 
to live Ibr. She did not really live, but dragged on till her fall.’ 
Europe appeared to change, but she did so merely institutionally 
and outwardly, whereas Russia, apparently more static, was 
. undergoing a dynamic inward change. 

Herzen considered that between the new society of Europe 
(where government should diminish in importance) and the 
old goN’ernments of Europe, there would be about as much 
similarity—and as much unpredictable divergence—as there 
had been between Imperial Rome and the Rome of the Middle 
.^tges. ‘Imperial Rome, passing through death, became the Rome 
of the Popes. Instead of triumphal arches, awaiting victorious 
legions with their “Hail Caesar!”, processions of monks 
passing to knec^l before a Roman gallows. . . . When Rome was 
ripe for the tomb, a man appeared, St. Augustine, w'ho pos¬ 
sessed all the culture of the ancient world; he said to those 
proud Roman citizens, w^ho respected themselves only on that 
account: “Go; your virtues arc for us brilliant vices. Our 
wisdom appears folly to you.” But they did not stone him. On 
the contrary, they listened to him with stupor and sadness. 
From that time no further compromise was possible. Either the 
Christians luid to be exterminated, or the old Rome had to be 
buried.’ • 

Herzen founcf that the state of.affairs in PVance was most 
typical of this all-round European decline. France, no longer 
the ‘peuple initiatcyr’, except in ‘la mode’, but still claiming to 
lead the wwld in everything, had turned into Herzen’s bite 
noire —a nation of calculating shopkeepers from top to bottom. 
‘In the days of Beaumarchais, Figaro was outside the law'—in 
our day he is the legislator. Then he was poor and humiliated, 
and hi*s laughter concealed much anger. Now God has blessed 
him wii\\ all the goods of this earth; he has grown stout and 
flabby, and he no longer respects poverty, calling it sloth or 
vagabondage. Both Figaros have this in common—that they 
arc menials; but under the ser\'anls’ livery of the old Figaro 
there beat a human heart, wdiilc from under the black coat of 
the new Figaro, the livery peeps out; still worse, he can no 
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longer remove it, as his predecessor could; for the livery*^ has 
grown into him so deeply that he could not take it off without 
removing his skin as well! . . . The bourgeois has no great past 
nor has he any future. He show^ed some strength in fighting 
for his owm property, but he had no idea how to make use of 
his victory. The nobility kept its social religion. Prirkiples of 
political economy can never replace patriotic feeling, the tradi¬ 
tion of courage, tlic sanctity of personal honour. But the heir of 
brilliant aristocracy and coarse plebeianism, the bourgeois, 
unites in himself the most glaring defects of both, while he 
has lost their virtues. He is rich like a grandee, but mean like a 
shopkeeper.’ ^ 


VII 

We cannot flatter ourselves that, in respect of social motived, 
Herzen found England much superior to France. In both he 
considered that the true idealist, a man prepared to lay down 
his life for some innate belief, had abandoned his place to the 
adroit merchant, a man of peace, who stood for nothing but his 
personal comfort and rights and gained his ends l:)y cunning. 
Honest, cultured and public-spirited merchants remained as in¬ 
comprehensible to Herzen as they were to Marx. For Herzen, 
English Protestantism merely reconciled the conscience of a 
Christian with the activity of a money-lender. He was unkind 
enough to call The Times ‘that great eunuch of the London 
money-changers’. For him, English parliamentary government 
had developed, through usagir and law, into an instrument for 
imparting to the pursuit of private gain a respectable guise of 
altruism and public interest. Principally it enabled the rival 
parliamentary parties to stand with dignhy on one and the 
same place, while creating the impression that they were 
moving majestically forw^ard. England led Europe in the all- 
important art of keeping up appearances. ‘The whole of 
contemporary Europe has two deeply embedded characteristics, 
clearly derived from behind the counter; on the one hand, 
hypocrisy and reserve—on the other, showing ofi' and display. 
It is necessary to buy in the cheapest market and sell in the 
dearest—but at the same time to conceal certain shady trans¬ 
actions, to take advantage in the literal sense of that word, to 
appear instead of to be, to behave respectably instead of behaving 
^ Polnoe Sobraniye: (ed.: Lcmkc), vol. 5, 132 ff. 
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well, to show the outward signs of respectability instead of 
preserving one’s genuine self-respect.’ 

What ray of hope was left to warm and keep alive a European 
civilization through which gloom and cold were spreading? 
All its powers and institutions seemed to be eaten away by a 
hidden dancer, not one green shoot was sprouting on the 
withered plant. Intellectual leadership could give no help, for it 
scarcely existed. Even if it had, who was ready to follow its 
4^uidance? Perhaps Herzen was judging from the lesson of his 
own experience. But European intellectuals had missed their 
chance of filling the \'oid. They had abjectly discredited them¬ 
selves and failed in the hour of need. ‘I blush for our generation; 
we are soulless rhetoricians; our blood is cold; only our ink is 
iiot. Our thought has acquired the habit of inconclusive irrita¬ 
tion, our language with its passionate words has no influence on 
action. We reflect where it is necessary to strike, analyse where 
we ought to be carried away. We are disgustingly reasonable, 
w^e look at everything from abox e; \vc put up w^ith everything. 
We arc concerned with nothing but generalizations, with 
abstract ideas, with humanity. We have starved our souls in 
rarefied spheres like monks wiio enervate themselves in prayers 
and fasting. We have lost our taste for real things, detached 
ourselves from them above, even as the petty bourgeois have 
detached themselves from below. . . . 

T am horrified by the man oS today. Such an absence of 
feeling, and narrowness of mind, such lack of passion, of 
indignation, such poverty of thought. How’ quickly impulses 
cool dowm in him, how soon enthusiasm, energy, belief in specific 
action, arc exhausted! And w here, how, when did these people 
spend their vitality, and lose their strength? They were cor¬ 
rupted in school, where their teachers stupefied them. They 
wore themselves out in beer-ta\'crns, in student pranks; they 
were weakened by mean and dirty vice. . . . Born and bred 
in the air of hospitals, they faded before they could flower; 
they exhausted themselves, not by passion, but in passionate 
dreams. 

‘No one is to blame; it is not their fault, or ours—it is the 
misfortune of being born when the whole world is dying. One 
consolation remains. It is extremely probable that coming 
generations will be even more degenerate, will grow still more 
impoverished in mind and heart. Even our deeds will be too 
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much for them; they will find our present thoughts incompre¬ 
hensible. Nations, like Imperial dynasties, turn blunt before 
they fall; their understanding is clouded over, they go out of 
their minds—like those Merovingians dissoKing in vice and 
mixed blood, and expiring in a dazed coma without coming 
again to their senses—like an aristocracy degenerating into 
sickly cretins, shrinking in size, warped in features ... so 
bourgeois Europe will eke out its meagre life in the twilight of 
blunted intelligence, in flabby feelings deprived of any convic-, 
tion, without fine arts, without powerful imagination. Weak, 
sickly, stupefied generations will somehow drag on until an 
explosion,,an outburst of some kind of lava, which will cover 
them w’ith a shroud of stone and bury them in the oblivion of 
chionicles. . . , And then? 

‘And then spring will come, young life will thrust its wky 
through the coffin-lids, a barbaric infancy full of inchoate but 
healthy force will replace the old barbarism; a wild fresh power 
will pulsate in the young peoples and begin a new round of 
events, a third volume in world history.’‘ 

A catastrophic \'ision of the imnu'diate European future 
was popular among nineteenth-century Russians. Nor lias the 
course of history pro\'ed it to be so fantastically incorrect as 
Europeans might formerly have hoped. Herzen's contribution 
to this vision was not inspired by personal spite; he did not 
desire to ruin Europe for Russia's benefit, as some of his com¬ 
patriots did, and do today. In his more hopeful moods he looked 
forward to a time when Eunopcans would cease to misunder¬ 
stand Russians as sa\’agcs, tind when Russians would cease to 
dream about the approaching collapse of the West, followed by 
the universal rule of the Slav race. And even if the latter de¬ 
velopment occurred, he seems to have doubted whether it 
would benefit the world. He quoted a warning speech delivered 
to the Cortes in Madrid by the Marquis Valdegamas (Donosso 
Cortes), who pictured a paralysed Europe, dissolving in social 
upheavals, faced in the East by the Slav world, which was 
eagerly awaiting the moment when it could pounce successfully 
on its weakening prey. ‘But do not think that the catastrophe 
will end there. The Slav races in their relationship to the West 
are not what the Teutons were in their relations with the Roman 
Empire. . . . From decaying Europe Russia will suck into her 

* Polnoe Sobraniyei (cd.: Lcmke), vol. 5, 485 IF. 
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pores all the poison with which Europe is already infected. She 
will herself dissolve from the same decay. 

Herzen pours scorn on the naive solution proposed by the 
Marquis, namely that Ent^land should return to the fold of 
the Roman Catholic Church, and thus enable the whole of 
Europe fo be united and sav^ed by the joint efforts of the Pope, 
lAonarchical power, and loyal national armies. 

Moreover, the Marquis identified European ‘decay* with the 
•spread of political socialism and the cynical brutality which 
accompanied it. In so far as the Russian Empire did in the end 
succuml) to a European brand of socialism, he proved to be 
right, and tliis type of Europeanization was precisely what 
Perzen also feared and fought against. But the Marquis sought 
the remedy to social decay in an impossible return to the beliefs 
afid feudal structure of the Middle! Ages. Herzen compared 
him to Julian the Apostate. His own diagnosis went far deeper, 
and his prescription was correspondingly'^ more realistic and less 
categorical. For him, European socialism, or rather the demon¬ 
strable failure of European socialism to achieve what it origin¬ 
ally set out to do, was neither more nor less than one warning 
political symptom of a total decline in European vitality and 
initiative—a decline which might drag on indefinitely but 
could only be arrested by an invigoration of heart. 

The thought of social revival had sprung from Europe, but it 
by no means followed that Europe would be healthy enough to 
bring that thouglit to fruition. 'Fhc root of Europe’s social 
decline lay in h<;r ‘bourgeois' standard of values. For Herzen 
the word ‘bourgeois’ was free from the debased fixation in 
economic and class categories which it later acquired in 
Marxian hands. For him it denoted a sterile habit of mind, 
linked with a craving for an easy, irresponsible life at any price 
(if possible, at other people’s expense) a complex which he 
found on the verge of dominating every class of European 
industrial society, including the poorest artisans, and which 
paradoxically enough reached a ghastly climax under the reign of 
social-democratic principles. When society ceased to follow any 
other rule than the calculating ambition and greed of the toughest 
merchants and shopkeepers, when these same motives spread 
downwards and gripped the hitherto w^arm-hearted masses of 
peasants and craftsmen, then civilization in its former spiritual 
* Jhiil.f vol. 5, p. 492. 
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sense was surely drawing to a close. The notion spread that if 
all the major nations of the world managed to become equal 
in gun-power and plumbing, then they would all be equally 
civilized. 

The tragedy of the pathfinders of socialism was that their 
followers refused to learn from mistakes which they themselves 
acknowledged. The followers failed to sec, as Herzen honestly 
did, that their relentless pursuit of prescribed political and 
economic methods, merely accentuated and universalized, 
instead of eliminating, the most repulsive psychological features 
of that same bourgeois society which they intended to destroy. 
Rather tfian acknowledge that they had been deceived, they 
hid the unpalatable truth under an attractive coating of words 
and formulae. As a lifelong connoisseur of international revolu¬ 
tionaries, Herzen knew not only those who specialized 'in 
beautiful talk, but also the active ones, like Louis Blanc, who 
organized revolutions, and those, like Bakmetic\', who sailed 
away to found model communities in tlie Pacific Ocean. He 
summed up his counsel to Europe’s socialist leaders in tlic 
following lines ; 

‘I do not advise you to quarrel with the existing world, and 
start some independent sclf-sullicient life, which would find 
salvation in itself, even if everything around us perished. I 
advise you to investigate whether the masses are in fact mo\’ing 
in the direction we imagine, and to go with them, or away 
from them, after you know whither their path is leading. 1 
advise you to cast aside those bookish opinions with which we 
have been inoculated since childhood, representing people as 
entirely different to what they are. . . . 

‘If you are stronger than they, if you passess, not only some¬ 
thing usable, but something which moves other people, it will 
not be w^asted—such is the economy of nature. Your strength, 
like a morsel of yeast, will immediately cause fermentation in 
whatever submits to its influence. If you have no such powers, 
or only powers to w^hich contemporary men do not respond, 
there is no great harm in that, cither for you or anyone else. 
What eternal comedians we are, wdiat public parts we force 
ourselves to play! Instead of trying to persuade pcoj)lc that they 
passionately desire what we want, it w^mld be better to con¬ 
sider, do they at this present moment need anything in parti¬ 
cular? And if they want something entirely diff erent, wc should 
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then concentrate and withdraw from the public market peace- 
fiilly, without either \'iolating others or wasting ourselves. 
Such a negative step might mark the beginning of a new life. 
At least it would be taken with a good conscience.’^ 

.» 

. VIII 

If Europe, undermined by weak or foolisli leadership, sank into 
dissolution (and Herzen did not want tliis to happen, tliough he 
regretfully tliought it probable) if in Jicr final death-struggle 
she did not drag the whole of civilization down with her, to 
what new quarter would the world start to look for guidance? 
Perhaps America would take over the legacy of leadership, but 
fterzen, after due consideration, decided that America suffered 
frfim disadvantages which might be insuperable. She was too 
far away, too geographically isolated from the rest of the world; 
she w^as not spiritually receptive or sympathetic to other peoples’ 
native culture and more complex asj^irations; and she was 
riddled from top to bottom with the same paralysing bourgeois 
obsessions w’hich her population of European emigres had 
imported. 

At various times Herzen toyc*d w-ith the idea of abandoning 
Europe and taking ship to America, but he never went further 
than investing some of his money in American government 
bonds. ‘Never,’ he wTote, ‘has there been such a combination of 
propitious circumstances for a reasonable orderly free dc\ clop- 
ment of society as in the United States of America. The doc¬ 
trines of the great thinkers and revolutionaries of the eighteenth 
century, w^ithout French wars, English common law, without 
its class structure . . , everything of w^hich old Europe dreamed, 
a republic, a democracy, a federation. But the more a country 
is free from go\'crnment interference, the more established arc 
its rights of free speech and independent conscience, the more 
intolerant and uniform the crowd becomes. Public opinion 
turns into a torture-chamber; your neighbour, your butcher, 
your tailor, your family, your club, all keep you under observa¬ 
tion, and take over the duties of a police officer. . . . 

‘Gan it be that only a people incapable of inward freedom is 
able to achieve free institutions? Having free institutions with¬ 
out freedom, why not also encourage dazzling comfort for a 
* Polnoe Sobraniye: (ed.: Lemke), voJ. 5, p. 483. 
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mean and clumsy life? The citizen who has made money likes to 
be eloquent about the comforts of life. All these things are so 
new to him. But his old habits have stuck. If he spends much 
money, he spends it on vulgar unnecessary things. He prefers to 
have a house with many small rooms rather tlian with a few 
large well-proportioned ones. Instinctively he likes to ti^rtkeaway 
from other people; he does not want to give.’ 

Notwithstanding all these transplanted bourgeois defects, 
Herzen admitted that America had dynamic merits whic^ 
Russia signally lacked. ‘The deadly Russian government, doing 
everything by brute force, does not understand how to impart 
that \ ital urge which w'ould ha\ e pushed Siberia forward witli 
American speed.‘One may be injured in America by the 
coarse tyranny of public opinion, one may revolt against the 
WOTship of material comfort, but at least one remains free from 
the encroachment of state pow er. There go\ ernmenl has never 
been held sacred; almost no bureaucracy exists. Citizens are 
not spied upon; there is no idealization of war and military 
uniforms. Nevertheless such a republic fails to satisfy the yearn¬ 
ings of contemporary men.’ 

Herzen concluded, in short, that though America might 
contrive to build up a comfortable w-ay of life for herself, it 
could hardly be of a kind to exercise magnetic attraction upon 
the outside world. Her self-centred moderation would neither 
draw' outsiders to her nor deliberately seek to conquer their 
minds. ‘This young and enterprising people, more active than 
intelligent, is so much pre-occupied with the material ordering 
of its life that it know^s nothing of our torturing pains. In that 
country, above all, there are not two dilfcrent cultures. The. 
people who form the grades of their society arc constantly 
changing; but they move up and down the grades according 
to the level of their bank-balances. Their contentment will 
be poorer, more commonplace, more sapless than what was 
dreamed of in the ideals of romantic Europe, but at least it wall 
bring wath it no Tsars, no centralization, perhaps no hunger,’ 

Having apparently exhausted all other alternatives, despair¬ 
ing of Europe, sceptical about America, bored by the corrupt 
and servile routine of ancient Asiatic countries, Herzen fell 
back on Russia. Miracles were possible in that land of glaring 
contradictions. And miracles were still believed in and desired 

* Polnoe Sobraniye: (cd.: Lemke), vol. 12, p. 275. 
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there. Russia was less encumbered with precious luggage than 
^he West. ‘Everything w'hich attaches Western people to the 
old world does not exist for us—We have nothing to preserv^c, 
nothing to cherish, but plenty to hate. In respect of the im¬ 
mediate future, we are more freely ])laced than the West—let 
us take Advantage of this. We are in certain ways further from 
Europe, freer than her, through being so far behind her! . . . 
Europe goes to the l)ottom because she cannot be separated from 
Jier burden-- so many precious things collected in a long and 
dangerous \'oyagc. With us, it is merely artificial ballast. Throw 
it all overboard—and go full steam ahead into the open sea!’^ 

Let the poj)ular social mascot continue to be called by the 
same name as the light which had failed in Europe. Tlie name 
would scr\T as an advertisement to attract the Wcstcrni;2ed 
iwtcllcctuals, until the meaning of the name was transformed by 
the peojjles’ fr<‘sh interpretation ol' it. ‘The word Socialism is 
unknown to our people, but its meaning is close to the heart of 
Russians who have lived for ages in the rural commune and 
the workmen’s artel ... I boldly rejx'at that the mere fact of 
communal land-ownership and partition of the land justifies 
the assumption that our black earth is more capable of germi¬ 
nating the seed brought from Western fields—more capable be¬ 
cause of the elements composing it, and because on it have piled 
up less rubbish and all kinds of ruins than on Western fields.’- 

Turgenev (Herzen’s most penetrating Russian critic) re¬ 
proached him for having confined his diagnosis of contemporary 
trends to the Western half of the . world, instead of applying it 
logically to the whole race of bipeds unified by modern science. 
‘You are like a doctor who, after finding every symptom of a 
chronic illness, announces that the patient w^ill be cured— 
because he is a Frenchman! . . . You turn away your eyes 
and stop your ears, and in that ecstasy, which overwhelms a 
sceptic sick to death of his own scepticism, you rave about 
“ spring freshness ” and “ purifying storms.” . . . That dust- 
laden wind W'hich is blowing in the West, envelops us too; but 
since you have lived nearly a quarter of a century outside 
Russia, you have contrived to rebuild Russia in your head.’® 

^ Ibid.y vol. 5, p. 113. 

® Ibid; vol. II, p. 232. 

® Sec Gertsen i Turgenev^ by V. Baturinsky (Istoricheskii Vyestnik^ January- 
March, 1900). 
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Herzen pined to save Russian socialism from the bleak 
economic fixation which it had acquired in Europe. Socialism 
could not prove its superiority over any other system of econo¬ 
mic relations merely by producing more goods with less ex¬ 
penditure of effort, and evenly distributing the outcome. If that 
was the ultimate test, then capitalism and socialism m^ht soon 
be merely nominal distinctions, and a society of siiper-eflicient, 
well-fed robots would win the prize. The Russian solution, 
Herzen hoped, would turn out to be more humane. But it 
might also prove to be more compatible with the old style of 
enlightened civilizing autocracy than with the new republican 
forms, regarded as part and parcel of European social progress. 

Most decidedly, Russian society could never benefit by an 
extension of unstable liberal institutions. ‘The liberals, those 
protestants in politics, have become in their turn the mext 
timid conserx'atives; beliind their revised charters and constitu¬ 
tions, they discover the spectre of socialism and turn j)ale with 
terror. Nor is this surprising, for they have something to lose, 
something to fear. Our (Russian) attitude to public affairs is 
much simpler and more naive. Liberals are afraid of'losing their 
liberty—we have none to lose—They arc nervous of interference 
by governments in the industrial sphere—with us the govern¬ 
ment already interferes with everything in any' case—They are 
afraid of losing their personal rights—we ha\'e yet to acquire any. 
The extreme contradictions of our disordered existence, lack 
of stability in all our legal and constitutional notions, make 
possible on the one hand the most unlimited despotism, serfdom 
and prison settlements, and on the other hand creates condi¬ 
tions in which such revolutionary^ reforms as those of Peter I and 
Alexander II can be achieved. . . . We enter history, full of 
strength and energy, at precisely' the moment when all political 
parties arc turning into faded anachronisms, and all arc point¬ 
ing, some hopefully, others with despair, to the approaching 
thunder-cloud of economic upheaval.’^ 

Few Europeans are sufficiently aware that long * before 
Marx’s economic criticism of West European society, began to 
captivate an active minority of Russian minds, Herzen, whose 
name was a household word in Russia, had familiarized his 
compatriots with a more heartfelt moral criticism of con¬ 
temporary European culture. He seems to have formed his 
’ Polnoe Sobraniye: (cd.: Lemkc), vol. 5, p, 113. 
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obscure but uniquely Russian socialist faith as a compensation 
-for his uncompromising spiritual hostility to modern Europe 
(including both the latest developments of European demo¬ 
cracy and the socialist theories of Marx). Whether Russia would 
be led to social regeneration from above by a new Peter the 
Great, ('ir from below by a mass explosion, followed by an un¬ 
precedented federation of communal mirs^ eventually replacing 
the authoritarian state, were for him speculative and secondary 
questions which the unpn'dic laLIc future could alone decide. In 
either case Russian leadership would fail, unless it learned to 
abstain from following the bad example of the democratic 
industrial West. 

Desj)ite their continuous receptivity to foreign* influence, 
ilnd their numerous foreign rulers, Russians had shown 
themselves recalcitrant to turning into yet another modern 
European stat(\ They continued to oscillate between rigid 
discipline and chaotic disorder. Herzen’s own attitude towards 
this purely organizational cjucstion remained deliberately 
inconclusive. He abandoned his original motto, ‘Derspotism or 
Socialism, there is no alternative’, when he recognized the 
foundation-stone cjf Russian socialism, tlic wwV, as a decrepit 
survival which ruined the peasants’ self-respect. He continued 
to admire some personal peasant cpialitics despite the fatalistic 
stagnation of peasant communism, and not, like some of the 
narodniks^ because he was enthralled by its archaic cliarm. At 
one moment he saw a new era opening up for Russia under 
the rule of Alexander II: ‘an autocratic revolution could lead 
Russia to develop all her inexhaustilple powers without shedding 
a single drop of blood.’ At other times he could write: ‘I 
believe in no other revolution in Russia except a peasants’ war. 
He who knows how to unite the sectarian peasants as Pugachev 
united the Ural Cossacks will strike to death the icy despotism 
of St. Petersburg.’^ In cither case he considered the violent, if 
wasteful, Russian method to be a healthier process than the 
prolonged internal anarchy which would gradually decimate 
Europe, where, in the end, among ‘mountains of corpses, 
typhus, famine, fires and desolation, communism will spread 
stormily, terribly, bloodily, unjustly, quickly. The individual 
will disappear in a brutal levelling. . . . Factories will stop 
working, the villages will be deserted, like after the Thirty 
^ Ibid ,^ vol. 6, p. 142. 
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Years War. Exhausted undernourished people will submit to 
everything. Military despotism will take the place of laws and 
orderly administration.’ [iMiers from France and Italy^ 1848.) 

The upheaval in Herzen’s social and political outlook, which 
occurred between 1848 and 1852, coincided with years of 
personal and domestic tragedy. After discox ering thaWhis wife 
had been seduced by tlic swashbuckling German poet Her- 
wegh, his relations with her entered into a phase of mutual 
recrimination. Natalie Herzen’s liealth, never robust, declined 
rapidly under the aggravated strain. In 1851 his mother and 
younger son were drowned, when the ship on which they were 
travelling foundered in the Mediterranean. Shortly afterwards 
his wife died of pleurisy in Cannes. In 1852 Herzen left France 
in order to start a new life in England, where he spent the next 
eleven years. 5 


IX 

It has been suggested that Herzen generated his disgust for 
European ways, together with his mounting esteem for Russian 
qualities, as a result of some inward psycliological reaction to 
the drama of his private life. He liked to cherish the memory of 
his dead wife as a gentle long-suffering Russian martyr, an 
innocent victim of perverse European charlatans. And at this 
time he first started to champion his own country (its inarticu¬ 
late personal strivings), to defend it against the calumny and 
ignorance of hostile Europeans who judged Russia solely by the 
actions of her brutal government. In his letter to Michelet 
(1851) he implored him not to malign the genuine Russian 
people, to learn to distinguish them from ‘official Russia, the 
Empire of fa9adcs, of Byzantine-German government’. In Italy 
where he saw Pope Pius IX carried through St. Peter’s Square 
like a Hindu idol on his throne, he contrasted the theatrical 
pomp and falsity of Roman Catholic ritual with the finer cere¬ 
monies of the Orthodox Church. ‘The ritual of our Orthodox 
Church is infinitely more beautiful and majestic,’ he asserted. 

Herzen might condone religion to the extent that it created 
a compensating dramatic beauty, but his mental evolution in no 
way modified the low estimate which he had formed of Chris¬ 
tian benefits. Though he preferred Byzantine to Catholic cere¬ 
monies, he drew attention in his memoirs to the argument 
that Byzantine architecture, ikon-painting, church music and 
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sculpture have hardly reached such high artistic quality as their 
Catholic counterparts. ‘On the one hand this supports the 
Slavophil conception that the Eastern Church is purer, and 
nearer to Christianity. On the other hand it bears witness to the 
incompatibility of Christianity with every living activity, such as 
art. In tl#e Catholic Church painting serverd as an emancipation 
from the former monopoly of religion. That is a great Catholic 
merit, which the Orthodox do not understand. They do not 
pnderstand that the abstract and detached life of the Church, 
pure (to use their word), through being cut ofl' from life, is 
clearly a defect and not a quality. Complete fidelity to such a 
literal Christianity would lead to a cjuietist contemplative calm 
and to a dead Church with a passive inertia.’^ 

Gradually Herzen’s powerful mind recox ered from the stun- 
nitig blows of personal loss and irreparably shattered faith in 
Western Europe. After an interval of cynical despair, it re¬ 
opened resiliciitly to fr(?sh perspectives of effort. The new goal 
he set himself became a dual one, to keep hope beating in 
the hearts of his discouraged compatriots, and simultaneously 
to acquaint Europe with the hidden best of Russia. 

He never imagined it would be an easy task to convince 
prejudiced Europeans that the Russian potential was so im¬ 
measurably superior to the Russian actuality, that the muffled 
and scarcely articulate words of non-go\'ernmcntal Russia 
were a pledge of dazzling future cJoquencc. But neither would 
he have relished Hazlitt’s trenchant dictum ‘A mute Milton is a 
euphemism for an ass’. In fact the already pronounced Western 
hostility to Russian political expansion seemed to preoccupy his 
mind far more than the still nebulous spiritual mission which 
might (or might not\ underly her undeniably increased politi¬ 
cal power. ‘It cannot be that the two latest agents of all Western 
historical development, the representative personalities of two 
worlds, two traditions, two origins—the state and personal 
freedom—will not strive to arrest, to crush, the third person¬ 
ality, niute, nameless, without a banner, emerging somehow 
inopportunely, with the rope of slavery round its neck, and 
roughly pushing through the doors of Europe and of history, 
claiming the Byzantine inheritance, with one foot on Germany, 
the other on the Pacific Ocean.’ 

Though he found a temporary haven of refuge in England, 
^ Polnoe Sobratnye: (cd.: Ijcmkc), vol. 3, 142 fT. 
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Herzen could never settle down and make his home there. He 
moved restlessly from one house to another, without striking 
roots or finding peace of mind. English liberal tolerance, which 
harboured his enemy, Karl Marx, with an equal degree of 
polite indifference, enabled him to live! unharassed by censors 
and police spies, but English people and ways hardly touched 
his heart and left him coldly detached and critical. For better or 
for worse he remained a foreign observ er of‘ tlie English and 
seldom emerged from the small circle of fellow emigres and 
political exiles. ‘If it is liorrible to live in Russia,’ he wrote, ‘it is 
just as horrible to live in Europe ... I stay because the; fight is 
open here—because there is a voice.’^ 

In a letter written from I^ondon to a Russian friend (1855^ 
Herzen remarked : ‘Life here is as boring as that ol' worms 
in cheese. There is no spark of anything liealthy or vigorouk.’ 
But in a less jaundiced mood, comparing political England 
with the Continent, he made the penetrating observation: ‘Eng¬ 
land alone is conservative, because she still has something worth 
preserving—personal liberty.’ And in one of those sweeping 
psychological generalizations which lie enjoyed, contrasting his 
experience of English and Frencli peculiarities, he is positiv ely 
flattering to the former. ‘'I'he Frenchman is constantly making 
declarations, interfering in everything, instructing everybody, 
teaching everybody everytliing. The Englishman waits, does 
not interfere at all in other peoples’ affairs, and would be 
readier to learn than to teach, were it not that he has no time— 
he must be off to his shop. . . . The world of self government and 
dc-centralization, an independent capricious growth, seems so 
barbarous and incomprehensible to the Frenchman, that how¬ 
ever long he liv es in England, he never understands her politi¬ 
cal and civic life, her laws and judicial system. He loses his 
way in the uncoordinated variety of English laws, as if he were 
entangled in a dark forest; he altogether fails to notice the tall 
majestic oaks which compose it, and liow much charm, poetry 
and good sense can be found in this very variety. He hankers 
after a little code with neatly-swept paths, lopped trees and 
policemcn-gardcncrs in every avenue.’^ 

The fact remains that Herzen made few English friends and 
never mastered the English spoken language. Among the few 

* Polnoe Sobraniyc: (ed.: Lcmkc), vol. 5, p. 328. 

2 E. H. Carr; Romantic Exiles^ p. 136. 
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celebrities whom lie met personally, he expressed the most 
unqualified admiration for the factory-owner socialist, Robert 
Owen. The model profit-sharing factory which Owen created 
at New Lanark enjoyed for sev^eral years a world-famous 
reputation. Enterprising industrialists, statesmen, and even 
sovereigAs, flocked to visit it from many lands. One of these dis¬ 
tinguished visitors, the Grand Duke Nicolas, was so profoundly 
impressed by what lie saw that he belied his ultra-conservative 
/'eputation by promptly inviting Owen to come over to wwk in 
Russia. Though Owen found a respectful pretext to refuse, his 
imagination seems to have been stirred by this signal honour 
from such an unexpected quarter. Herzen records a conversa¬ 
tion in wliich Owen said to him: ‘I expect something great 
Irom your country; the ground is clearer there; priests are less 
powerful, prejudices have not piled up so densely—and how" 
much vigour!'^ 

He deplored the fickle and callous incomprehension which 
the philistine English public extended to Owen's unique achieve¬ 
ment, consigning him to oblivion as soon as his feat of industrial 
organization had ceased to excite by its novelty. After attending 
a public meeting addressed by Owen in his old age, he confided 
this painfully \*ivid impression to his memoirs: ‘One could not 
see without deep veneration that old man, slowly with halting 
steps ad\'ancing on to the platform, wdiere formerly he had been 
greeted by the entliusiastic applause of a brilliant audience, but 
where his pale grey hairs now^ exoked nothing but indifference 
or ironical laughter. The crowd was almost ready to pelt him 
with stones, but it too has grow-n more philanthropic; stones 
have gone out of fashion; now they prefer to throw' mud, to 
whistle, or to write glanderous articles in the new-spapers.’ 

Outside this small circle of political radicals, Herzen made 
brief encounters with some literary lions of the day, among 
them George Henry Lewes and Thomas Carlyle. The latter 
wrote a vehement letter to Herzen (.April 1855). It deserves to 
be quofed for the rather surprising light which it throw\s on an 
English igtellectuars response to Herzen in his judgement of 
current Russian affairs—an appreciative response, though it 
diverged sharply from the aim of Herzen’s own ‘eloquent 
discourse’ at that stage of his career. ‘I have read your eloquent 
discourse on Russian revolutionary affairs. It reveals a potent 
^ Polnoe Sobraniye: (ed.: Lemkc), vol. 16, p. 468. 
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spirit and high talent. . . . For my part, I must confess I never 
cherished, and have now less than ever, the least hope in “uni 
versal suffrage”, under any of its modifications; and if it were 
not that in certain deadly maladies of the body politic, a burn¬ 
ing crisis may be considered beneficent, I should much prefer 
Tsarism itself, or Grand-Turkism, to the sheer anarlhy (as I 
sadly reckon it to be) which is got by parliamentary eloquence, 
a free press and counting votes. ... In your country, which I 
have always respected as a vast and mysterious birth of provir 
dence, whose thoughts are still unknown, there has been evident 
down to this time one talent, in which it excelled, giving it a 
potency far beyond any other nation, the talent (indispensable 
to all nations and all people, and inexorably demanded from 
them under the threat of punishment), the tahmt of obeying — 
which is much out of fashion in other quarters just now'. And I 
never doubt, or can doubt, but the want of it will be amerced to 
the last farthing, sooner or later, and bring about huge bank¬ 
ruptcies, w'hcrcver persevered in.'* Herzen tactfully avoided 
starting a stormy controversy, and contented himself with the 
mild rejoinder, ‘The talent to obey the dictates of our con¬ 
science is a virtue, but the talent to fight, rather than to submit 
against our conscience, is also a virtue.’ 

Notwithstanding their sharp clash of opinions, Carlyle’s 
ebullient personality seems to have impressed Herzen fav'our- 
ably. He referred to him as»‘a man of immense talent, though 
extremely paradoxical’, and repeated with gusto Carlyle’s 
caustic reply to him when he complained al)out the severity of 
the French censorship; ‘In forcing the French to be more silent, 
Louis Napoleon did them a considerable service. They have 
nothing to say which is wwth printing, but they want to go on 
talking. Napoleon gave them that right.’ 

X 

One of Herzen’s most arduous tasks in London consisted in 
orientating himself among the motley crowd of revolutionary 
exiles, his chance companions in misfortune. He found, to his 
surprise and mortification, that the majority of them showed 
mental ability wtU below the average, and that incurable 

* E. H. Carr: Romantic Exiles, p. 371, Appendix H. Herzen’s own version 
of the letter is given in his Memoirs, vol. 6, ^75 ff. 
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obstinacy in dispute and petty personal vanity intensified their 
meanness of understanding. For most of them revolutionary 
activity liad meant a job, for want of a better one, a means of 
livelihood, a social position—and little more. They had been 
banished, or fled abroad, because they failed to find a foothold 
in their* native lands. Among them Herzen diagnosed sick 
fanatics, monomaniac careerists, corrupt adventurers, and a 
few single-minded voluntary beggars. The latter group alone 
.contained some men, devoid of personal ambition, who had 
genuinely sacrificed their lives to the unprofitable service of 
revolutionary ideals. And they were not political theorists, but 
magnetic personalities and men of action. Indeed it isjsignificant 
^lat, apart from Garibaldi, a lonely lion-hearted hero who 
stood apart, the only revolutionary figures who irresistibly 
attracted Herzen were the Polish aristocrat Worcell and the 
brazen Italian condotticrc Orsini. 

‘The German emigration,’ lie said, ‘could be readily distin¬ 
guished from all the others by its heavy boring and quarrelsome 
character. It had neither enthusiasts, hot heads or hot tongues.’ 
Karl Marx already towered aboxe his colleagues as the most 
domineering organizer and intriguer. Soon after Herzen’s 
arrival in London, he started to spread rumours that the eccen¬ 
tric Russian gentleman was in reality a camouflaged Russian 
government spy. This was the same malicious libel with which 
Marx had pursued Bakunin ever since iS-jS. Though Marx had 
never set eyes on Herzen, he hated him platonically as a 
potential rival and because he was a Russian. Herzen, with 
more substantial reason, reciprocated this hostility, and the 
more civilized political emigres in London shared the disgust 
which he expressed, for the Germans’ coarse manners, their 
colossal vanity, bitter intolerance and sordid petty internecine 
feuds. 

An unprecedented and comic event first focused public 
attention on the gulf which separated the German socialists 
from all the other groups of emigres. In February 1854 the 
American Consul-General in I.ondon received instructions to 
organize an official dinner for represcntatixTs of the inter¬ 
national revolutionaries, and to sound their political opinions. 
The presence of the American Ambassador, Mr. James Buch¬ 
anan, a future President of the United States, imparted an 
urbanely diplomatic decorum to the conversation. Herzen, 
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with more than his usual caustic humour, devoted some pages 
of his memoirs to describing The red banquet given by thc?^ 
defenders of black slavery’. He, Mazzini, Lcdru-Rolland, 
Kossuth, Worcell and Garibaldi took their places as the guests 
of honour. Herzen’s place-card bore the inscription, ‘The 
Russian Republican’. But the Americans, in their naivcTvisdom, 
had refrained from inviting a single German, though ever'y 
other national group was represented. .\J'ter the Ambassador’s 
early departure had somewhat thawed the formal atmosphere,- 
they all drank the toast of the ‘world rej)ublic’. Herzen there¬ 
upon raised Russian prestige with tlic American Clonsul by 
asking for another cup of the extremely potent brew of Kentucky 
whisky punch. ‘Why yes,’ the Consul-General obserx ed, with 9 
sardonic glance at tlic more abstemious Europeans, ‘it is only in 
America and in Russia that people know how to drink.’ 

The convivial atmosphere generated at this dinner-party 
appears to Iiaxe promoted at least oiu' practical project, the 
formation of an international socialist committee in London. In 
order to round off this organization, fbund(‘r members chival¬ 
rously invited the hitherto boycott(‘d Germans to participate. 
Marx duly attended the first meeting and immediately lodged 
an objection against the proposed election of HcTzen as a 
member. On being asked to explain his objection, he contented 
himself with the reply that he did not know Herzen personally, 
but it was enough to know that he was a Russian, and a 
Russian who supported Russia in ex erytliing lie wTote. If we 
may believe Herzen’s mcmedrs, the English, French, Italian 
and Polish delegates then toted unanimously against Marx’s 
resolution, with the result that Marx rose to his feet, w^alked out 
of the committee and never returned. Thus one more attempt 
at international organization split against the old rock of 
national pride, and provided us with an early example of that 
technique in negotiation to wijich Marx’s followers haxe so 
often proved their fidelity. On a later occasion Marx refused to 
attend a public meeting in London to commemorate the 1848 
revolutions, for the sole reason that Herzen was also billed to be 
present. T wall nowhere and at no time appear on the same 
platform as Herzen,’ he wrote to Engels, ‘since I do not hold 
the opinion that “Old Europe” can be rejuvenated by Russian 
blood.’ 

Marx not only cherished morbid suspicions that virtually 
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every Russian must be a rabid pan-Slav under his skin, but he 
rem^ained blind to any possible distinction between pan-Slavs 
and other breeds of Slavophil. He went so far as to write to 
his friend Kugclman that Herzen, although a rich man himself, 
received yearly 25,000 roubles for propaganda from the 
‘pseudo-socialist pan-Slav party in Russia’. In this case Marx’s 
calumny, though literally quite untrue, bore some remote re¬ 
lation to distorted fact. I'he curious incident from which it 
•originated is described in some detail by Herzen himself.^ In 
1858 a young Russian landowner, called Bakhmetiev, had 
turned his back on hopeless Russia, and set out with the vague 
intention of founding a model colony on some sunny Pacific 
jsland. He broke his journey in London, where he deposited 
with Herzen a sum of eight hundred pounds, requesting that 
if should be used at the latter’s sole discretion. Bakhmetiev 
thereupon set sail for the Pacific Ocean, and was never heard 
of again. Herzen deposited this money in a London bank, 
but he ne\'er touched the capital during his lifetime. After his 
death it passed to OgarcH% as his co-trustee. Later the whole 
sum was f'ormally handed ox er to Bakunin, and by him to the 
ingenious murderer Nechaev, who refused to give any receipt 
for it to Bakunin on tlie plea that his ‘revolutionary honour’ 
should suffice. There is no \ esiige of evidence that Herzen e\*er 
received a subsidy for his journalistic work from any outside 
source, nor is it likely, since he Ixid an ample private fortune. 
His diary mentions only a few small donations to the ‘general 
fund’ from various sympathizers.* 


To celebrate the New Year of 1855 Herzen arranged a private 
banquet for his family and close friends. When the merry¬ 
making had subsided, he read aloud the dedicatory letter, ‘To 
my son, Alexander’, prefixed to all editions of his post-1848 
confession, ‘From the Other Shore’. That preface began witli 
the worck, ‘We do not proclaim a new truth, we abolish an old 
lie. (Contemporary man can only build the bridge; another, the 
yet unknown man of the future, will walk across it. The religion 
of revolution, of the great social transformation, is the only 
religion I bequeath to you. It is a religion without a paradise, 
* Polnoc Sohratiivei (od.: Lcnikc), vol. 16, p. 643. 
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without rewards, except consciousness of itself, except a 
conscience’... and it ended: ‘I give my blessing to your journey- 
in the name of human reason, personal liberty and brotherly 
love.’ The reading and the occasion clioscn, seemed to symbol¬ 
ize, more than anything else, Herzen’s own modest dedication to 
the modified cycle of endeavour whicli he saw opeiiiifg before 
him, a self-imposed pursuit of duly Svithout glory and withoift 
rewards’. The young Alexander embraced his father and burst 
into tears, and the guests were deeply mo\ed. Later they alL 
went out for a walk in the frosty night to recover from the 
emotions of the celebration. 

Herzen jhad not long to wait for his next phase of action. 
The news that Nicolas 1 Jiad died flashed like lightning througlj 
the heavy gloom of the Crimean War. The e\'ent filled Herzen 
with joy and ho[)cful anticipation. The war he had wageil 
against Tsarism in the person of Nicolas I yielded place to a 
conditional alliance with his successor. He immediately wrote a 
letter of admonition to the new Tsar : *Vour reign l>(‘gins under 
an auspicious star. You bear no blot of blood upon you. The 
Russian autocracy can be rexolutionary. It is all-powerful for 
good or evil. Peasant democracy remains conserv atix e.’ On that 
account, Herzen argued persuasively, the way still lies open 
for a unique and orderly social revolution to be conducted on 
the Tsar’s initiative. ‘Give us free speech, give the land to the 
peasants, wipe out that shanK'ful blot, serfdom,’ he concluded. 

Only a few months previously Herzen had travelled to 
Plymouth to x isit the Russian prisoners of war who had been 
landed there from the Crimt-a. ‘According to their own w'ords,’ 
he wrote, ‘these men were iK'ver so well lodged in their own 
barracks as in the building which is callecl the prison at Ply¬ 
mouth. Will it be believed? Tlie only fear which these unhappy 
men entertain is to be obliged to return to their former life. 
Their captivity under the English flag they regard as a de¬ 
liverance.’ Like most Russian soldiers, they were of many 
different races or racially mixed. Many of them w^rc* Poles, 
Finns or Jew^s. Their dread of forced repatriation impressed him 
painfully. 

From 1855 onwards Herzen’s fame spread like a snowball over 
Russia. His personality was magnified into a fantastic legend 
there, and his writings became a potent and pervasive social 
stimulant. A new fear was born there, a new administrative 
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conscience awoke, a new idol was worshipped—Herzen. The 
>first number of his intermittent journal The Polar Star burst 
upon the world from London (August 1855) only five months 
after the death of Nicolas 1 . Its spectacular success impelled 
him to embark on a far more ambitious venture, his free Rus¬ 
sian ncA'spapcr The Dell (1857). Soon this was passing rapidly 
from hand to hand throughout the length and breadth of 
Russia, defying the vigilance of the Tsar’s security police. 

, Permission to leave Russia was then, as always, granted with 
caution to a select minority of ‘suitable’ citizens. But .almost 
every Russian who set foot in England deemed it his duty to 
call on Herzen, who regaled his visitors with excellent food, 
wine, and brilliant inexhaustible conversation at almost any 
*hour. For a Russian traveller to leave London without hav- 
fhg visited the famous Herzen became almost as unthinkable as 
for a tourist to leave Rome without having seen St. Peter’s 
Cathedral. 

Though it made heavy demands on his purse and time, 
Herzen thoroughly relislied the unique position he had acquired 
as unofficial Russia’s Ambassador at large, and he noted with 
satisfaction in his Memoirs: ‘Our galler\' of live rarities from 
Russia was without any doubt more extraordinary and interest¬ 
ing than the Russian section of the Great Exhibition.’ One of 
the most remarkable \'isitors lie describes (and among the few 
who ne\cr tried to borrow money from him) was the young 
Prince Yury Golitzin, who turned up in London (i860) with a 
pet crocodile which he had acquired en route in Cairo, a young 
lady he had abducted from Voronezh, and six serf domestics 
who desired to see the world. Though he had only a few' pounds 
in his possession, ai;^d no means of obtaining money from Rus¬ 
sia, he immediately rented a large house in Porchester Terrace, 
in front of whose permanently open doors he kept a carriage 
harnessed night and day to a pair of fine grey horses, in case he 
should feel inclined to go for a drive. This enterprising noble¬ 
man possessed considerable musical talent and at one time had 
conducted a serf orchestra on his father's estate. Nature had 
also blessed him wnth charm, ebullience, and the physique of an 
Assyrian god, so that his social success in London was assured. 
Herzen took a fancy to him, and he composed a pot-pourri of 
Russian folk-tunes for an Emancipation Fantasia^ played at the 
huge evening reception Herzen held to celebrate the Edict of 
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i86r. But since his complete financial insouciance could not 
avail to hide from him the ugly insistence of his creditors, ha 
was obliged to launch some more fashionable and lucrative 
orchestral concerts, de\'oted to popular Russian music. Un¬ 
luckily his incurable generosity prompted him to invite all the 
musicians to sumptuous dinners. After a few montlife Prince’ 
Golitzin faced the ine\ itable penalty and found liimsclf sitting 
in a debtors’ pris(;n. Once a week lie was allowed to emerge in 
faultless ex'cning dress, and conxeyed under police guard to, 
conduct a further series of orchestral concerts, from whose 
financial proceeds he started to pay ofl' his debts. 

In June^i859 Herzen receivc*d a more politically important 
visitor. Chernyshex’sky traxelled to London (his first and last 
x'isit to Europe) hoping that he might persuade Herzen to come 
into line xvith the more radical policy of The Contemporary. It Is 
possible that they also discussed the practicability of printing 
The Contemporary as an addition to the Free Russian Press in 
London, in case the goxernment banned its publication inside 
Russia. Herzen made such an offer piililicly after Cheriiyshev- 
sky’s arrest. But neither xvould budge from his personal stand¬ 
point. Their discussion led to only one posilix e conc lusion, that 
the two leading Russian ‘progressix es’ fundamentally disagn^cd 
and distrusted each otlicT. His visitor struck Herzen as shifty, 
reser\ ed and insincere, though he made a better impression on 
the good-natured Ogarev, xi ho recorded that his ugly face 
became attractixe when it lit uf) with an c.xpression of gentle 
thoughtfulness.’ Chernyshevsky c omplained that The Bell con¬ 
fined itself to protest and •exhortation, xvhereas it ought to 
expound some clear-cut political or constitutional programme. 
Herzen, while frankly admitting his empirical policy, stoutly 
defended it on grounds of practical xvisdom. 

For the time being, he said, his demands went no further than 
a series of liberations—‘of the serfs from landowners, of their 
backs from tlie rod and the lash, of the printed word frcjm cen¬ 
sorship, of the law-courts from administrative rulings’. He saw 
only Utopian folly in planning further ahead, since t{ic future 
alone could sliow what the next stage demanded. It was enough 
to deal with the burning social grievances of the moment. 
After the long winter of Nicolas I, time was needed to thaw the 
blood in the veins of his former subjects, to let the constrained 
’ Polnoe Sobraniye: (ed.: Lcmke), vol. lo, pp. 18-20. 
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licart beat freely once again. Frozen minds could not reason 
wisely. Herzen acutely sensed the limits of practicable political 
action, and the danger of energetic busybodies who would do 
more harm than good by attempting to do too much too sud¬ 
denly. ‘We fear the spread of Russian Germans and Germanized 
'Russian.!, wearing tlie same old clothes with an added patch of 
political economy, centralizing in the French way and bureau¬ 
cratizing in tlie German way. Merely because they are more 
.efficient tlian tlie nobility, more lionest than our own officials, 
they may end by reconciling us to everything that we loathe and 
despise.’ In his intense desire to see Russia break free from the 
moral tutelage of a weakening Europe, to assimilate, European 
scientific ad\'anc(^, her \'igorous and xirile reasoning pow'cr, 
without succumbing to the demoralizing course of her political 
(itvclopment, Herzen was bound to remain a hostile enigma to 
his rival. He stuck to his attack on Chernyshevsky’s policy 
stated in the article ‘\"cry Dangerous’ (The Bell^ i June), which 
had probably hastened the latter's journey to London. 

Nevertheless, even before 1861, Herzen was beginning to 
lose his original faith in Alexander IFs ruling capacities. His 
determined opposition to Chernyshevsky was not a sign of his 
conversion to government policy. It seemed to him that the 
Tsar, like Faust, had in\oked a spirit beyond his powers and 
taken fright at it. His leading article in The Bell about the 
long-awaited Emancipation Edivt showed scant enthusiasm. 
‘The first step is taken ! They say it is the hardest. We await the 
second with hoi)e. We should likt^to have awaited it with com¬ 
plete confidence, but c\erylhing is being done so shakily, so 
half-heartedly, so clumsily! . . . No relaxation is in store for the 
government, nothirig but hard w^ork. Alexander II has done a 
lot. His name stands higher than that of all his predecessors. He 
fought for human rights and sympathy against the grasping 
crowd of self-centred scoundrels, and he defeated them. But 
woe if he stops! The beast is not killed. He is only stunned.’^ 

Faced by an unpredictable course of events unfolding within 
Russia, IJerzen’s task as a builder of public opinion from out¬ 
side was further complicated at this juncture by the stormy 
incursion of Bakunin. That irrepressible enfant terrible suddenly 
appeared on Herzen’s London doorstep at the end of 1861. 
After spending eight years in Austrian and Russian prisons, 

1 Ibid.^ vol. II, p. 59. 
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followed by four years in Siberia, he had escaped through Japan 
and taken ship from San Francisco to London. Herzen’s gradual 
Slavophil orientation had drawn him into a sympathy with 
Bakunin far closer than their relations in 1848. But Bakunin 
came back into the world like a ghost from the past. Like a 
sleeper awakened, he expected to find cxcrylhing in tiie same* 
position as before. In 1862 The Bell started to publish articles 
by him on the well-worn theme, ‘Long li\c peasant Russia 
and the classless intelligentsia'. His manifesto ‘To my Russian,, 
Polish and Slav friends’ was issued as a special supplement to 
The Bell. But it only reiterated the old policy (tried without 
success in 1848) of disrupting the Austrian Empire in order to 
create a free Slavonic federation of minor states. 

Herzen had persistently refused to sanction terrorism ancf 
political assassination as a revolutionary policy, but Bakunhi 
wore him down into accepting as a painful duty to write ap¬ 
provingly in The Bell about the newly Ibuncled Russian secret 
society ‘Land and Liberty’. The precarious alliance of these 
two volatile friends reached breaking point in 1863. Bakunin, 
in an effort to recruit support for the Polish revolt, had accom¬ 
panied an illicit shipment of rifles from London to Stockholm, 
and announced himself there as a representative of 'Land and 
Liberty’. Invited as guest of honour to a public l)anquct, he 
allowxd his vainglorious imagination to run riot, and boosted 
this struggling little undcrgrcvmd society as a vast organization 
embracing all classes throughout Russia, organizing its own 
finances, administration and police, and ready soon to raise its 
own army. He finally proclaimed that ‘Land and Liberty’ had 
entered into a formal alliance with the Polish National Com¬ 
mittee. Such a ludicrous parade of baseless pretensions roused 
Herzen to the highest pitch of indignation. He threatened to 
disown Bakunin publicly in the pages of The Bell. Though he 
later resumed intermittent personal relations with his old 
friend, this painful incident marked the end of their political 
co-operation. 

Apart from its compromising entanglement with Bakunin, 
The Bell^ by taking the side of the Poles in 1863, had already 
forfeited the support of the moderate Russian liberals, many of 
whom were veering towards the rising tide of mystic national¬ 
ism, or, like Turgenev, had abandoned hope in Russia as a viable 
political entity. Even more unmistakably, The Bell was losing 
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its grip over the second generation of radical intellectuals. Its 
f^teadily sinking circulation confirmed the harsh fact of flagging 
interest all round. Whereas in the days of its glory The Bell had 
been able to print and distribute several thousand copies, in 
1864 its circulation dwindled to a few hundred. 

• 

XII 

In the same year Herzen left England and decided to settle in 
tjcneva, in order to come into closer contact with Russian 
revolutionary movements on the Continent. Switzerland 
swarmed with young nihilists of* both sexes, who were studying 
every concei\'able subject at the Swiss universities.* But they 
\fcrc not what Herzen hoped they might be. These uprooljLjd 
cncaturcs, so totally unlike tlic Moscow students of the forties, 
filled him with misgivings. He was prepared to pool his re¬ 
sources with generous-minded ardent young patriots, liowwer 
naive and inexperienced. But he shrank from ner\ous spiteful 
people, who quivered like mimosas at ex ery imagined affront to 
their dignity, and he found it hard to remain on speaking terms 
with cocksure ‘scientific savages’, bursting with self-importance 
and half-baked knowledge. 

The young Karakozov’s attempt to assassinate Alexander II 
rescued Herzen from an untenable compromise. The Bell^ 
true to its principles, printed syme restrained but frankly 
deprecatory remarks about ‘this fanatic’. But the Geneva 
nihilists had decided to glorify Karakozox' as a martyr, and they 
seized the oppori*unity to rise in rebellion against Herzen. The 
method they selected was to print an open letter to him, con¬ 
taining a crescendo of insults, rising to a final assurance that 
‘Mr. Herzen’ with liis ‘blood-stained wealth’ ought to have 
recognized long ago that he was ‘a dead man’. Herzen W’as 
quite alive enough to haxe countered this outburst of petty 
personal abuse with a far more crushing and objective irony, 
but he preferred to remain silent. Only a year later he recorded 
his private opinion, w^hen, not without a note of candid self- 
reproach, he summed up this misguided rising generation in 
one devastating phrase—‘the syphilis of our revolutionary 
lusts!’ 

Meanwhile he faced the unpalatable fact that he had lost 
his Russian audience beyond recall, but he made one final 
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effort to capture another mon‘ receptive reading public. In 
1868 he started to publish The Bell in French, with an occa¬ 
sional Russian supplement. After a short trial of one year, this 
last experiment petered out. Public indififcrence, more deadly 
than active hostility, stifled Ilerzeirs \oice. When The Bell 
finally ceased to ring, Turgenev wrote to console hinvi "Do the 
French want to know the truth about anything, let alone about 
Russia?’ 

In January 1869, less than a year before lie died, Herzen 
wrote his Letters to an Old Comrade. Tliese form an immensely 
self-revealing document, and they are pr(\scicnt to a degree 
which suf)erstitious people would call clairx'oyance. In a series 
of distinctly modified political judgements they range over all 
the major issues still at stake. From their foaming torrent bf 
eloquent digressions and hints it is possible to extricate lAie 
tentative conclusions he had drawn from his actixe and tem¬ 
pestuous life, soberly surxeyed in rctros|)(rt. The nightmare 
fiasco of the 1848 revolutions still haunted his conscience, but 
no vestige of doubt about its final lesson troubled him any 
longer, 

AVe saw the grim example of bloody rebellion in a moment 
of despair and anger flaring up on the barricades; xvc saw 
that it carried no banner. The conservative xvorld suppressed 
this rebellion. . . . But xvhat would have happened if the 
victory had gone to those wiu) fought on the barricades? Within 
twenty xcars xvould not those! stern fighters Jiaxe exhausted 
exerything they held in their hearts? We cannot find a single 
creatix-e organic thought in their legacy, and surely economic 
blunders lead, not obliquely, like political ones, but directly 
and more irretrievably to ruin and paralysis, to death through 
starvation. Our time is indeed the time for completing our 
study of what must precede the work of realization, even as the 
theory of steam preceded the construction of railways.’ 

Herzen goes straight to the point. An unhealthy political 
offshoot had been nipped in the bud, but it was a bud which 
could never have blossomed. More important still, when a 
national voyage of exploration (undertaken without sufficient 
knowledge) turned out to be heading unwittingly for the rocks, 
the navigators could only avert disaster if they observed in time 
the danger signals, and altered course before they entered the 
whirlpool centre of the hurricane, before they sank to the 
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bottom together with their crew and precious cargo. Even 
ilien the skilful steering, which could retrieve political blunders, 
would be useless in a state of economic chaos. The best pilot 
must be baffled by a rudderless ship. 

‘An abstract plan of tasks to be fulfilled provides no w^ay out, 
ho mcth(fds, not e\ cn an adequate medium for action. You can¬ 
not conquer these by force. I’hc whole bourgeois world blown 
up by gunpowder, when the smoke disperses and reveals the 
Vuins, will start again w'ith difi*cn*nt variations —another bour¬ 
geois world, . . . Not a single one of those foundations on which 
the present order stands, which should collapse and be re¬ 
created, is sufficiently worn-out and shaky to be uprooted and 
thus finally annihilated. The state, the church, the armed 
forces can be refuted with as much logical exactitude as meta¬ 
physics, etc. In a certain scientific s]3here of thought they stand 
condemned, but beyond these acaclcrnic boundaries they con¬ 
tinue to control all the moral demands of human habit. . . 

‘Let every conscientious man ask himself this question: is he 
ready? Is he so ch‘ar in his mind about the new organization 
towards which we are moving, through the medium of those 
\ aguc general ideas of collective property and social solidarity? 
Does he know the proc<\ss (apart from sheer destruction) which 
will accomplish the transformation of old forms into netv ones? 
... A radical economic change, through the sobriety of its 
principles, has an immeasurable advantage over all religious 
and political revolutions. 

*By denial alone, however intelHigent it may be, one cannot 
possibly win a \'ictory o\ cr false dogmas, over beliefs, however 
crazy they may be. To proclaim, “Do not believe” is as arbi¬ 
trary and fundamer^Jally as clumsy as to proclaim “Believe!” 
Tlie old order of things is stronger by virtue of its instinctive 
established acceptance than through any material force which 
upholds it. That is e\ idcnt in places where it is kept going not 
by terror and violence, but rests firmly on “unconscious 
conscicAce”, undc\ eloped mind and immaturity of new ideas, 
as in Switzerland or England. . . . There is no need to prove 
to property owners and capitalists that their ownership is sinful 
(an idea alien to our contemporary outlook), but we need only 
see that the absurdity of its contrasts, through having pene¬ 
trated the consciousness of the ‘have-nots’ is making its con¬ 
tinuation impossible, . . . The most desperate miser would not 
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prefer to be drowned with all his money, if he could save him¬ 
self and a part of it by throwing the rest overboard. But fo- 
that it is indispensable that both the danger and the possibility of 
being saved should be equally apparent. . . . The coming order 
must be not only a sharp-edged sword, but a preserving force. 
By striking down the old world it must at once save c\erything 
within it worthy of salvation, and take over into the future what¬ 
ever is varied, original, alive, whatever does not seek to inter¬ 
fere. Woe to the revolution which is poor in spiritual force and 
sickly in imaginative feeling, which out of the immensity that 
has passed and been acquired will create nothing but a dreary 
workshop, whose sole object is enough to eat and drink !* . . . 

‘An international union of artisans, of all their organizations 
and representatives, would have to achiex e that non-interference 
of administrati\e go\crnment with work, which governme*/it 
fails to exercise in its dealings with [)roperty. . . . Habits which 
hold people in half-compulsory chains, will in the long run 
not withstand logic and the growth of social consciousness. . . . 
But breaking them by force risks killing the whole organism as 
well. Because the forms of the state are transitory—(this was a 
shaft aimed at Bakunin’s indiscriminate anarchism)—it does 
not follow that the state itself is a thing of* the past. And how 
can one repudiate the state, when the chief prerequisite for 
getting aw^ay from it is the attainment of years of discretion by 
the majority? ... 

‘We know what it means to mistake the stage and state of 
human maturity. Universal suffrage, given to an immature un¬ 
prepared people, served it as a razor with which it nearly cut 
its throat. And if the existing concej)tions of government and 
law are still strong, the deeper-rooted conceptions of family, 
property and inheritance arc even stronger. . . . 

The refutation of private property as such is senseless. . . . 
The revised opinion about it as a kind of transition from per¬ 
sonal to collective wealth is confused and vague. Property, 
especially landed property, means to the Western man liberation, 
independence, dignity, enhanced social status.... ‘The problem 
of inherited property is exceptionally hard. Except a few celibate 
fanatics, like monks, not c\'cn the poorest peasant will agree to 
renounce unconditionally the right to bequeath .something to 
his appointed heirs—hardly in the name of obligatory brother¬ 
hood and love for everybody! 
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‘Twenty years have passed since then.^ Vengeance has gone 
^ver to the other side—vengeance has descended from above! 
The nations have swept everything else before them, because 
they understood nothing, neither before nor after. Inside them 
the whole centre is crushed and trampled in the mud. . . . But 
•that long oppressive interval has given us leisure to observe and 
•eflect, enough time for passions to cool down, for thought to 
grow more detached. . . . 

‘As if words were not deeds, as if the time for words could ever 
pass away! Our enemies have never separated words from 
deeds, and often inflicted an even fiercer punishment for 
words. That forced contrast between words and deeds does not 
withstand criticism. It is a melancholy confession that every¬ 
thing is explained and understood, that there is nothing left to 
mlk about. . . . To be in the right in a struggle may not help 
a lot. Justice is victorious only in divine judgement! But we 
need place little hope in supernatural intervention. . . . 

‘The path we follow is not predestined. On the contrary^ it 
alters with circumstances, with understanding, with personal 
energy. ... In order to be blind instruments of fate, scourges, 
executioners of God, we should hav(‘ to remain in mental 
immaturity, ignorant simjfletons or wild fanatics. . . . What 
civilized people forgave in Attila, in the Committee of Public- 
Safety and even in Peter, they will not forgive in us. . . . For 
us there only exists one \’oicc, oi^c power, the power of reason 
and understanding. If we are deaf to this voice and resist this 
power, we shall cripple science apd kill civilization. . . . 

‘Those very itiasses on whom the weight of existence bears 
down so heavily, with their Macedonian phalanx of artisans, 
seek words and understanding; they feel no confidence in 
people w’ho preach the aristocracy of science and call them to 
arms. And, mark my words, their preachers do not share their 
feelings, do not belong to them ; they belong to schools, to books 
and abstract learning. These elderly students ha\e stray'ed 
much •further away from the common people than their so- 
called enemies have done. Priests, aristocrats, policemen, 
merihants, employers or soldiers, now all stand nearer to the 
common people than do their own intellectual leaders. . . . 

‘I am not a bit frightened of the word “gradualness’’, 
wretchedly debased though it has been by the unsteady shaky 

* Since 1848. 
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steps of various reforming governments. . . . One learns mathe¬ 
matics gradually, so why should final conclusions and thoughts, 
about sociology be spread like an epidemic of small-pox, or 
abruptly injected into the brain like medicine forcibly poured 
down a horse’s throat? . . . 

‘Neither you nor I are traitors to our con\ ictions, bu/ we are 
both at odds with a problem. You rush ahead as before with a 
passion to destroy, which you call a creativ’c passion . . . break¬ 
ing down obstacles and respecting only the history of the future. 
I no longer believe in the former re\olutionary paths, and I try 
to understand the social movement in the past as in the present, 
in order to learn how to keep in step with it, witiiout either falling 
behind or rushing ahead to such a distance where people do 
not^and cannot follow me. And, one more word. To tell all that 
to the people we li\ e among, demands, if not more, at least Oii 
much courage and independence as it does to i)ursuc extremes 
in everything.’^ 


XIII 

Of all the heavy blows which fate administered to Herzen, 
perhaps the most stunning was to watch his own fame and 
ascendancy fading away while he was still alive. At the crucial 
moment his former disciples turned impatiently aside from his 
diflicult and deliberately inconclusive teaching. They started 
listening to louder or more seductive \'oices, and quickly, with 
characteristic instability, surrendered themselves to the com¬ 
pelling thrall of the newly b^rn anarchists, social revolution¬ 
aries or Marxians. Since Herzen’s career as a Russian publicist 
suffered such an abrupt eclipse, it cannot be a matter for sur¬ 
prise that European students of political thought have paid 
scant attention to his contribution, except as that of a pictur¬ 
esque and transient figure who never occupied the centre of the 
stage. Influenced perhaps by the subconscious desire to treat all 
Russian ideas as an inferior and distorted reflection of their 
own, they have only too readily acquiesced in the perfunctory' 
verdict of subsequent Russian "progrcssi\'cs’. Together they 
pushed Herzen into an inconspicuous i)igcon-holc in the archive 
of back-numbers, long ago superseded by the triumphant on¬ 
rush of more ‘scientific’ modes of political thought. 

Only since the ultra-progressive mountain gave birth to a 
* Polnoe Sobraniye: (ed.: Lcmkc), vol. 21, 433 ff. 
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quite unexpected animal, since that feverish intellectual 
•gestation astonished many adherents as well as opponents by 
its sinister outcome, the way has been opened for a more dis¬ 
cerning approach to Herzen, no longer as a discarded stage of 
the onward socialist march, but as a far-sighted and generous 
figure sjJanning both Russian and European political thought, 
dnd a still living psychological link between the two. 

Zealous intellectual recruits, trained from childhood to bow 
•the knee before an irresistible forward movement of universal 
history, now fare the disconcerting discovery that native local 
\'ariations, rooted in the past, manifest a more potent character 
and vitality than many skin-deep though universally diffused 
j:ontemporary inrnds of thought. They sec how ancient, often 
unrecognized instincts, like submerged undercurrents, Hse 
sCiddenly to the surface and impart violent motion to stagnant 
pools or sluggish uncertain currents. The mutually antagonistic 
types oi de facto national socialism, which since Herzen’s death 
have emerged not only in Germany and Russia, but throughout 
the political world, have proved the essential accuracy of his 
political foresight, and of Peguy’s cognate argument that there 
are at least as many different socialisms as there arc important 
nations. 

He showed a similar clairvoyance in prophesying that un¬ 
checked German national power and internationally infectious 
German modes of thought would the central agents in spread¬ 
ing world disaster, ‘And now, Bismarck, it is your turn,’ he ex¬ 
claimed a year^ before the Fraitco-Prussian war. ‘And you 
Mazzini, Garibaldi, the last of God*$ saints, fold your hands, be 
calm. You arc not needed now. You have done your work. 
Now give place to madness, to the craze for blood, with w'hich 
Europe or reaction will destroy itself. What could you do with 
your hundred republicans and your \'oluntccrs with two or 
three boxes of smuggled rifles? Now (here will be ponds of 
blood, ^oceans of blood, mountains of corpses. . . . 

‘Ah, conservative gentlemen, you did not even want such a 
pale republic as the February one, you refused the sweetened 
republic served up to you by the confectioner, Lamartine. You 
did not want the stoic Mazzini, or the hero Garibaldi; you 
wanted order V 

In the long run, systematic programme-builders of social 
reform, together with more traditional national leaders, by 
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becoming equally brutal, despotic and sterile, became equally 
anathema to Herzen. Either he found their aims to be illusory,- 
or he saw that they relied for their attainment on spiritual 
factors operating beyond the sphere of political experiments, 
yet factors which conservatives and socialists alike ignored or 
crushed in their bigoted obsession with legal order and dbonomic 
regulation. ' 

He himself belonged by temperament and sympathy to the 
spacious internationally-minded generation of the forties. He 
differed most profoundly from his successors, by keeping not 
only his tactics but his outlook, up to date, by fully admitting 
his many theoretical mistakes whenexcr tliey conflicted with 
the verdict of subscqiumt experience. Far-reaching as they 
wefe, these conscientious adjustments failed to bring him into 
line with the harsh, embittered generation of the puritanical 
Russian sixties. After making every attempt to do them justice, 
he could not help judging them to be more deeply mistaken 
than he had ever been, incurably vindictive and one-sided, and 
therefore less capable of learning or profiting from trial and error. 

While ready enough to compromise over inessentials, he 
would never capitulate, and he refused to admit that the 
blatant triumph achieved in popular esteem by those rivals, 
who had roughly pushed him from their path, sufficed to prove 
that they were right. He confined himself to suggesting that 
victory might more easily be won by those who were in the 
wrong. ‘Victrix causa Deis placuit, sed victa Catoni.* And was 
such a devastating battle worth winning at all? An almost 
suicidal Pyrrhic victory, itsr outcome would soon start to dis¬ 
appoint the victors. He predicted that it might usher in a new 
dark age of repressive human regimentation, which would 
provoke in turn reactions of convulsive and defiant anarchy. 
Or perhaps, if it managed to extinguish the last sparks of 
spiritual vitality still kindling the embers of resistance, it would 
bring European history to an ignominious end, to a state of 
crystallization in the semper idem of a vast human ant-heap. 
While he faced the increasing likelihood of their temporary 
triumph, neither of these alternatives could for a moment enlist 
the support of Herzen, who had known and striven for a 
quality of social achievement which was altogether different in 
kind. The official Soviet view of Herzen (substantially the same 
as Lenin’s) may quite conceivably satisfy the majority of his 
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Soviet admirers. Even those who feel that it omits too much 
tficcd not quarrel with its neat historical summary of Herzen, 
as a dynamic link between the aristocratic Decembrist rebels 
and the rising generation of proletarian revolutionaries. For 
those to whom history alone is God, events take the place of 
judgem^ts. So far as that estimate of Herzen goes, it hardly 
sprays from a bald statement and justification of the course of 
political events in Russia. But the moment it tries to go further, 
,by pinning Herzen down to the part he played in those pre¬ 
liminary skirmishes for power, with a cursory patronizing 
review of the errors inseparable from his backward historical 
position, the argument peters out in a cramped and congested 
string of faded cliches. 

* Indeed, Herzen’s significance as a recurrent and almost 
\forld-wide intellectual type is hardly less striking than his 
function as a transient figure on the Russian political stage. 
Standing mentally astride two worlds, with one foot firmly 
planted in each, he became an intensified personal incarnation 
of that unresolved conflict between the Europeanized Russian 
and the ‘Russified’ European, and his life throws a searching 
sidelight on the similar but broader conflict then taking shape 
between the westernized oriental and the Westerner entangled 
in the East, in a world where neither could flourish any longer 
without intej*depcndcnt economic systems. 

Having good reason to condemn the Russia which he knew 
from bitter experience, Herzen became the knight-errant of a 
theoretical Europe which he knew' only through books and 
pictures. But, having settled in France, and finding that French 
political practice had turned into a hideous travesty of the 
theories which it pjetended to promote, he switched over to a 
feverish denunciation of Europe as a w hole. His disenchant¬ 
ment with a close view of the European political scene dis¬ 
couraged him from penetrating far beneath the surface. That 
explains why his poignant anti-European invective, though it 
often hits the mark, is marred by an air of incomplete reality, 
as if it wqre an outburst of rhetorical revenge against a phantom 
which had enticed and mocked him. And though he retained 
his hatred and disgust for the ‘disciplined Tartars’ who ruled 
Russia, and his scepticism about her stagnant peasant com¬ 
munes, he desperately built a new idol out of a fabulous future 
Russia, invented by his fertile imagination. 
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To do him justice, Herzen confessed to the vice of theoretical 
volatility, but that never prevented him from continuing to 
indulge in it. He and his contemporaries, he complained, 
managed to be bold and adventurous exclusively in the sphere 
of thought and dispute. They had no chance of proving their 
efficiency in the conduct of human affairs. Being aware of this 
gap in his experience, Herzen always sought first to elucidate 
dark situations, to stimulate, help and warn his compatriots, 
rather than to lead and command them. Because the new 
would-be leaders of the Russian people shared no such scruples, 
he feared from the start that their methods would pervert their 
aims. ^Toung Russia^ he wrote, 'is not Russian at all.’ ... It 
is another variation on that theme of Western socialism, which 
pronounces social desiderata in the form of a call to arms. 
Those who write for it live more in the world of books an(l 
comrades than in the world of facts, are more at home in the 
algebra of ideas than in the workshop, where the friction and 
temperature of the moment always modify simple mechanical 
laws,’ Herzen resembled Bakunin in his conxictioii that the 
masses would not benefit merely because the stick with which 
they were beaten was called a popular stick. He felt sure that 
formerly worthy peasants or artisans, after they had seized 
supreme power and degenerated into Government officials, 
would become at least as 'bourgeois’ in their beha.viour as the 
class which they had driven out. He therefore turned his back 
on the modern state as a Western e\’il, and tried to console 
himself with the visionary rising sun of an unprecedented 
Eastern civilization, illuminated by the setting sun of the West. 
At least he recognized himself to be a fallible creator of legends, 
and he repeatedly stated that the fulfilmeiit of what is loosely 
called socialism would turn out to be a quite unpredictable 
combination of theoretical demands transformed by stubborn 
facts. 

Last but not least, Herzen has been criticized by socialists 
with economic training for having ignored the intricate require¬ 
ments of modern industrial civilization. A federalist, a con¬ 
vinced though gradualist republican (after his abortive flirtation 
with Alexander II), a believer in regional self-government, 

^ Kolokoly No. 13, July 1862. I’hc secretly printed appeal Young Russia 
urged the revolutionary party to .seize the Emperor’s autocratic power 
and retain it, in order to reconstruct the whole social and economic order. 
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village industries, and the multiplication of small landowners, 
Jieeping the mir as a humanitarian safeguard against pauper¬ 
ism, Herzen conceived Russia as a slowly developing agrarian 
nation rather than as a potential industrial giant. In this atti¬ 
tude, except for his republican goal, he resembled the more 
‘sensible ^lavophils.^ Like them, he failed to foresee that the 
pressure of increasing population would force the pace of in¬ 
dustrial growth as a means of alleviating intolerable poverty.® 
J)isappointed by what he had seen of industrial civilization in 
Europe, he felt himself ill-equipped for the task of precise 
economic diagnosis, but he admitted the need for it. His steady 
belief in the application of science to social improvements 
remained unshaken by his outbursts of mystical ardour. To- 
?vards the end of his life, notably in his first open letter, to 
Dtikunin, he pointed hopefully to the sober semi-mathematical 
methods proper to the newly maturing science of political 
economy. He welcomed its direct and closely-reasoned ap¬ 
proach, its prompt applicability to urgent needs, and even 
more its Ireedom from devastating religious and patriotic 
passions, but he never identified it with a breakneck race to 
turn Russia into a nation of regimented mechanics. 

* A. Koshelev (see p. 162) came close to Herzen and anticipated 
Stolypin, when ho urged that ihc more enterprising of the emancipated 
serfs should bc^cncouraged to turn into independent farmers, in order to 
broaden the basis of the landowning^ class. Unlike the conventional 
Slavophils, he was content to reduce the viir to a kind of philanthropic 
institution for backward peasants. 

2 Between 1861 ^nd 1905 the peasant population of European Ru.ssia, 
not counting those who worked in towms*had jumped from 50,000,000 to 
78,000,000. 



CHAPTER VIII 


KONSTANTIN LEONTIEV 

I 

B itterly attacked or fundamentally misunderstood by most 
of his Russian contemporaries, for long unknown to the 
outside world, Konstantin Leontiev (1831 1891) is barely 
recognized today as on(‘ of the most far-sighted and consistent 
political thinkers of his epoch. Believing that civilization would 
degenerate or collapse without the leadership of monarchs and 
aristocrats (provided they scrupulously fulfilled their duties), he 
understood best a monarch like Peter the Great, who burst upePn 
the world as a legitimate autocrat and re\'olutionary creator 
rolled into one—e\en though he nc\'cr sympathized with 
Peter’s philistine brutality and inconsiderate haste. Like almost 
all his educated compatriots, Leontiex' was first carried away 
by a youthful phase of destructh e revolutionary ardour. But 
having moved beyond it, he gradually became convinced, not 
only that modern political revolution was doomed to suicidal 
results—by achieving the reverse of what it set out to do- but 
that even the ‘liberal-egalitarian’ progress of Western Europe, 
despite its self-assured and moderate gradualness, was dragging 
her treacherously down towards a bottomless abyss. 

The ancient Russian Empire, after Ijccoming the keen and 
as.siduous pupil of sc\'cnteenth-and eigliteenth-ccntury Europe, 
had risen with almost lightning rapidity into the front rank of 
political power and simultaneously achieved a high degree of 
culture, none the less brilliant for its complex derivation. By 
continuing to steer a persevering course in the wake of the post- 
1789 European democratic doctrines, the Russian intelligentsia 
first look it for granted iliat, by so doing, their country would 
reap the same substantial benefits as she had visibly reaped 
from European civilization in the preceding centuries., But soon 
a small minority observed with apprehension th?t widening 
cracks were running through the European edifice. They raised 
their warning voices to explain these symptoms, and thence to 
demonstrate that a Russia, which persisted in following Europe’s 
current example or ad\'ice, could not expect to escape a similar 
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doom to hers, was courting, perhaps, an even more hopeless 
•chaos. 

I.contiev therefore taught—and he was not the first to do 
so—that modern Russian citizens had a new duty to fulfil, 
namely to resist with all their might the latest moral epidemic, 
spreading insidiously through Europe, and from Europe 
through the world. This potent idea, so wounding to European 
self-esteem, but still so flattering to many Russian pretensions, 
had already been most vigorously expressed by Fyodor Tyut¬ 
chev in his Russia and Europe (1848). But Leontiev carried it 
further. Though he shared the conservative tenacity of his 
distinguished predecessor, he did far less than Tyutchev to 
extenuate the stuffy prison-house of Nicolas I. For both, but 
more indubitably for Leontiev, the unstable Russian Empire*in 
wfiicli they lived was scarcely more than a groping but neces¬ 
sary prelude to the birth of a more highly civilized Orthodox 
Empire into which Russia must expand. 

SjiSch was the dubious alternative which Leontiev and a few 
kindred spirits prescribed as the sole reliable Eastern antidote 
to Western poisons. It presented a cloudy fanatical vision of the 
future—which none the less moved Russian hearts by its 
grandiose promise and stirred up thwarted ambitions in every 
class. Since all that was best in Russia either opposed or ignored 
the Russian,Government, it is hard to explain what led 
Leontiev to imagine that the cruekand exasperating Petersburg 
Empire could develop organically into a bigger and better 
Empire, rich in civilizing virtues *\'hich its predecessor so con¬ 
spicuously lacked. History abounded in examples to the con¬ 
trary, showing Empires which expanded in wealth and power 
while declining pari passu in spiritual quality. The strident, 
sabre-rattling united Germany of Bismarck compared un¬ 
favourably with the politically weak decentralized earlier 
Germany, blessed by the genius of Goethe and Bach. And 
Leontiev himself used this particular illustration of decline. 
Yet it tailed to deter him from thinking, or rather desiring to 
believe, tjiat ‘Holy Russia’, the ‘Third Rome’, must prove a 
miraculou^iBtception to the general historical rule. 

Both now and in the past, Russian intellectuals, blamelessly 
ignorant of what life is like under a government with limited 
powers, habitually attempt to justify their own totalitarian rule 
by arguments which pay tribute to its civilizing discipline. They 
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are genuinely puzzled by the almost callous indifference shown 
to the moral welfare of its subjects by a liberal democratk: 
government. When they see a goxrrnment so liberal, that it 
tolerates opinion and behaviour tending to undermine its very 
existence, they throw up their hands in contemptuous horror 
at what seems to them a sickly and spineless abdication l>f leader¬ 
ship. According to Leontiev’s standards, a government whidh 
shelved major responsibilities by passing them over to the 
conscience (or lack of conscience) of every individual subject, 
absolved from every obligation except to keep within written 
laws (which a sufficiently cunning man could evade with im¬ 
punity) was not a government at all. How could it command 
respect or inculcate obedience, when it passi\'ely allowed its 
miaguided citizens to sink into unrestrained bestiality, if sucli 
was their desire? * 

The ‘Russian alternative’ recommended by Leontiev by no 
means follows from his diagnosis of the impasse in European 
history. But we must admit that the former, though in a start¬ 
lingly unexpected shape, seems to have moved i]iany steps 
nearer to realization than seemed probable in his day. And his 
diagnosis of the European disease, however shocking to the 
average European mind, contains undeniable elements of 
disturbing truth. Leontiev was the first Russian thinker to 
question the scientific and factual evidence suppofting the pre¬ 
valent Western faith in the all round social progress and gradual 
perfectibility of human beings. In this respect, especially in 
his bold application of judgements of value to large-scale 
comparative studies of historical civilizations, he deserves to 
be recognized as a worthy precursor of Oswald Spengler and 
Arnold Toynbee. . 

Most thinking Europeans in the nineteenth century took it 
for granted tliat the French Revolution, fortified by the ethical 
teaching of Kant and the Utilitarians, heralded the dawn of a 
brighter and more progressive era in political organization <ind 
human conduct. Leontiev, after due consideration, decided that 
the importance and originality of these events had been wildly 
exaggerated. It was all very well for Kant to pffe'^laim ‘The 
starry heavens above me and the moral law within me fill my 
soul with awe’, but what did his categorical imperative mean 
in practice to the multitude? As for the French Revolution, 
whatever its good intentions, its political consequences had 
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proved to be a menace and a negation of its aims. It had brought 
PJuropc to a fatal turning-point, after which she sank into a 
feverish w^asting sickness, all the more dangerous because it was 
still unrecognized. For the most vocal Europeans continued to 
exercise their arts of eloquence in order to persuade themselves 
—and th« outside world—that their chronic illness was no ill- 
n«ss at all, but only a drastic course of up-to-date hygiene. 
They treated Europe’s festering self-inflicted wounds as if they 
\yere nothing but growing pains, symptoms of sturdy progress 
towards a healthier social state. "Since that i)criod,’ wrote 
Leontiev, "European thought bows down to the human being 
merelv because he is a man. Jt does not want to honour him 

* ^ I 

because he is a hero or a prophet, an Emperor or a genius. It 
nb longer reveres any rare and high development of human 
ixfrsonality, but merely the personality of anyone and everyone, 
and it endeavours to make everyone happy (here on earth) with 
equal rights and security, self-satisfied with his own honesty 
and^eedom compressed within the limits of a narrow moral 
code,’ ("The Average European as the Ideal and Instrument of 
Universal l!)cstruction’, 1884.) 

The visible social consequences of such a petty, negative and 
aimless liberty appalled Leontiev. Throughout the whole world 
he saw the comjflacent liberal intellect, whicli held nothing 
sacred outside itself, quietly spreading its tentacles, or moving 
forward like a poisonous grey xapour, which en\’clopcd and 
gradually stifled the vital sense of inner obligation, and oblit¬ 
erated the sharp distinctions of spvntaneous and original style. 
‘Why is it’, he askbd, ‘that Western people are now so fascinated 
by even the most improbable travellers’ talcs about the pictur¬ 
esque East? Is it not because they have grown sick of themselves, 
because European civilization is so busy burying all that is 
beautiful and inspiring in tomb-like museums or in the shadowy 
pages of books, whereas to life itself it brings nothing but more 
and more drabness, pliysical ugliness, tedious monotony and 
inward‘death?’ (‘The Egyptian Dove’, 1881.) ‘Both Christian 
doctrinaires and European progressives, by their united efforts, 
do air they^^nwi to kill the beauty of life on earth—that is life 
itself.’ (Letter to Rozanov, 1891.) 

Leontiev’s diagnosis of social decline has one rare redeeming 
merit. It is undefiled by that strain of vulgar class-conscious 
arrogance with which the champions of proletarians, plutocrats, 
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and other ruling aristocracies and cliques have so persistently 
plagued us. Indeed he felt so acutely the exacting respont- 
sibilities of leadership that he condemns the laxity of rulers 
and privileged individuals far more severely than he blames 
the corruption and inertia of the ruled. Since the former 
had neglected their duty they had allowed the rot ^co spread 
unchecked. Having thus forfeited the respect and obedience 
which liad formerly been their due, their blood was on their 
own heads. 

A ray of hope remained to brighten the future of Russian 
society, so long as the re\'olutionary darkness from Europe had 
not spread far enough to overshadow or blot out its Russian 
source of light. I.eontiev was not blind to the many glaring 
defects of the Tsarist bureaucracy which he had served iSr 
.se\ eral years. But lie could ne\ er bring himself to condemn 
organic institutions on the slender pretext that those who repre¬ 
sented them were personally unworthy. As a lixing symbol 
higher than the state, the Tsar crowned a majestic pynortid, 
safeguarded an immutable morality of \-alues, imperx ious to the 
changing winds of public opinion and to fickle popular x otes, 
and uncontaminated by prevailing calculations of commercial 
gain. Although he recognized that the ugly social reality fell 
short of this ideal by an immeasurable distance, he pictured the 
Emperor and his adx isers, resolutely bearing ‘the. White Man’s 
Burden’ of a wise and xagor^us administration, promoting the 
growth of virtue and culture among the inchoate half-savage, 
masses of the Russian Empire. 

In this hieratic picture, •Russian society, lor long naturally 
stratified into a functional Byzantine hierarchy, moxed slowly 
forxvard in a solemn religious procession ^bearing aloft sacred 
images and banners with inspiring inscriptions. Unless this 
picture was a fleeting mirage, a mere phantom of wish-fulfil¬ 
ment, might it not—however imperfectly realized—lead Russia 
towards a healthier future than the slippery road down which 
all other Western nations seemed to be sliding? Eeontiev 
summed up his warning to revolutionar)'' Westerniz.crs in the 
following words: ‘Wherever the laxvful and sa<'fa*d right of 
coercion over our will has groxvn weak, both in the conscious¬ 
ness of those who coerce and in the hearts of those who are 
coerced, wherever both the ability to govern boldly and the 
capacity for submitting with love and fear have been under- 
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mined, there can be no vital strength, no duration, no stable or 
lasting order.’ 

We should pause to consider how Leontiev’s strange but 
sincere faith evolved from the peculiar stress of Russian cir¬ 
cumstances, for he would be an inconceivable phenomenon in 
any othe.7 country. The most influential Russian minds of his time 
Iliad div ided into two main rival camps, perpetually scrapping 
with one another. At one extremes stood those who held tlie 
state to be the natural fountain-head and regulator of every 
social activity, including the citizen’s spiritual life; at the other, 
stood those who, like Bakunin and some Slavophils, relentlessly 
opposed any form of state, whether monarchical or socialist, as 
the most potent source of human misery. Leontiev never belonged 
\<du)leheartedly to eiiluT camp. While his formal principles 
a«rtac]ied him to the first one, his traditional sympatliics drew 
him towards the second, for Russian culture had always been a 
heartfelt cry of protest against the Russian state or an imagina- 
ti\i<?'i(?scape from it. 

Apart from a small group of Slavopliils which crystallized in 
the forties, most of the intellectually outstanding Russians 
were confirmed political radicals and religious heretics, if not 
candid and militant agnostics. They still looked almost ex¬ 
clusively to Western Europe for guidance in their own countr^^’s 
development^ Many of them studied in German univ ersities, 
where they enthusiastically embraced or violently rejected the 
latest German philosophic systems, especially Hegel’s; but 
they were equally ready to devoyr and assimilate the soberer 
products of the English classical economists, together with the 
more charming and stimulating French Socialists, like Saint- 
Simon and Fourier. Moreover, these eager assiduous young 
men were combing the fields of Europe, not as an idle distrac¬ 
tion, but in deadly earnest and W7th a single-minded purpose— 
to pick out and grasp those seeds wdiich they found best suited 
for transplanting into Russian soil. To suggest that the leading 
Westefnizers gaped in uncritical admiration at any and every 
European institution is as crudely exaggerated as to suppose 
that the IS^M^phils were ignorant of Europe or hostile to her 
culture. 

Both groups (but the Slavophils less superficially) were satu¬ 
rated with European education, and both, despite their family 
feuds and quarrels, held one prevailing article of faith in 
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common. They remained first and foremost fervent Russian pat¬ 
riots, but not in a positive political sense; for they could never 
reconcile their purely moral patriotism with loyalty to that 
crushing bureaucratic tyranny into which Peter had moulded 
the Russian Empire. As Herzen said of them: ‘We both had a 
single love, though not an identical one, and like Jantis, or the 
double-headed eagle, we gazed in opposite directions, thougli 
our hearts beat in unison.’ Though Herzen does not stress it here, 
a strong tincture of hatred contributed to these loving heartT 
beats. Burning hatred of Nicolas Fs regime was undoubtedly 
the first uniting link which drew these turbulent groups to¬ 
gether. Uncertainty of driving purpose, further confused by 
faulty diagnosis of their country’s ailments, remained the 
w'orst stumbling blocks of both. Neither could I’ormulate a line 
of thought, realistic enough to include the Empire as a givdin 
source of accumulated Russian characteristics—howe\er de¬ 
plorable they might be—and simultaneously imaginati\e 
enough to re-vitalize that Empire for a better future. ' 
Leontiev resolved the dilemma by accepting the dynamic 
movement of the Empire for what it was, and by foreseeing 
how malleable it might become, guided by wiser and abler 
hands. He discerned fresh potentialities in the despotism of 
intelligent inward impulse imposing a new shape on a weaken¬ 
ing disintegrating process. His bold incursion first filled a 
puzzling gap in Russian thought, and this feat of interpretation 
and forecast constitutes his major title to fame. 


II 

The accident of his parents’ poverty saved Leontiev from being 
sent to learn wisdom at a German university. His consular posts 
taught him more about South-Eastern Europe than about the 
West. He partly admired (with clearly stated reservations) the 
Turkish Empire, and he loved the few surviving pagan beauties 
of Constantinople and Greece. Conventional critics have found 
this eastward-looking Russian embarrassing to pigtrjzj-hole, and 
they have in turn described him as a progressive conserva¬ 
tive, an inspired prophet, and a wild Byzantine reactionary— 
the few condescending words assigned to him by the Soviet 
Encyclopaedia follow this last interpretation. 
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Any study of his writings and career compels us to admit that 
,4ot a single one of tlicsc labels can stick to him securely. He 
repeatedly attacked the stagnant official conservative point of 
view, disliked Pobyedonostsev, Alexander Ill’s eminence grise, 
and ( ailed him ‘not a creator, nor even a reactionary, but a 
mere conservative in the narrowest sense of the word. He can 
stop furtluM' decay like a frost, but he will ne\'cr help anything 
to grow’. As lor Ix'ing a reactionary, il'that means a nostalgic 
determination to put the chu k l::ick, Leontiev refused to waste 
his time in playing with such silly ncHions. ‘However much wc 
may love the past’, he wrote curtly, ‘it would be absurd to try to 
bring back its institutions, even approximately'. Of his student 
days he observed later that the struggle and excitement of 
re\'olution appealed to his adventurous temperament, at a tihie 
when he liad thought too litlh^ about the real harm or useful¬ 
ness ol* re\ C)Iutionary action and its later consequences. 

During these rt'slless I'ormative years he confined his written 
wor^to novels and imaginative stories. He was still a poverty- 
stricken medical student at Moscow University when the 
Crimean War broke out. He volunteered, and served throughout 
the campaign as a military surgeon. Then, after a short period as 
a doctor in ci\ ilian life, he entered the Russian Consular Service 
w'hcrc he n'lnaincd till 1872, filling successive posts in Crete, 
Adrianople a^d Salonika. He was obliged to leave Crete be¬ 
cause in a h('aled dispute with the Trench Consul lie struck him 
with a whip in his own Chancery—an incident which did not 
hinder his rajiid promotion, and which he recalled lat(?r as one of 
his happier moments. In 1869 his"'wife became mentally de¬ 
ranged—a shadow' w hich darkened the rest of his life. He first 
started to write seriously on political and social themes after he 
left the Consular Scr\’ice, and his most substantial essay ‘Byzan¬ 
tinism and Sla\clom’ was conceived in Constantinople, W'hcre 
he spent a year in 1872-3. By that time his mind and outlook 
had matured, and he wrote wdlh a sharp clarity and consistent 
personal con\ iction quite rare among Russian political thinkers, 
who so often failed to recover from their chilly plunge into the 
turbid grc5jj^:^an of German philosopliy. 

Furthermore, Leontiev’s long and intimate experience of 
Russian foreign policy and of the entangled ‘Eastern question,’ 
seen from inside the Ottoman Empire, imparts an unforget¬ 
tably vivid local colour to many of his observations. In 1879 he 
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became Assistant Editor of the newspaper Warsaw Diary^ and a 
year later he joined the staff of the Moscow censorship depart* 
ment. Ill-health obliged him to retire in 1887, when he settled 
down in a small house near the Optina Monastery where he 
died in 1891, after secretly taking monastic vows, but without 
having lived under strict monastic discipline. 

By upbringing a tradition-loving landowner, by tempera¬ 
ment a full-blooded but discerning pagan, in turn a professional 
surgeon, consular official, religious-minded journalist, and 
most un-Christian monk, Leontiev enriched the texture of his 
paradoxical thought by gathering from a storehouse of strange 
encounter*!, hardly compreliensible to many of his desk-bound 
academic critics. That is why the more one-track-minded 
intellectuals have been reluctant to acknowledge how far he 
went in elucidating those same problems w hich tormented fTis 
opponents—and which plague the world of today on a larger 
scale. 

Uppermost in his mind floated the fantastic and altSays 
cloudy vision of a \ igorous and universal Russian ci\*ilization, a 
crowding synthesis of the best that had gone before. Through 
its sustaining medium, mutually exclusive sovereignties, proud 
but enfeebled ‘national characters’, clashing in suicidal com¬ 
petition with one another’s claims to final loyalty, would reach 
fresh guidance and purpose under a multi-national Russo- 
Byzantine world Empire. He^ice, secondly, his laudable concern 
for the unprecedented spiritual quality indispensable to make 
such an arduous Empire worffi fighting for, his emphasis on the 
immense civilizing benefits it must confer in order to qualify 
as a worthy alternative, superior to the commercial-minded 
democratic West. Finally, he sought to unrpvcl the future course 
of relations between this incipient Eurasian Orthodox Empire 
and the older declining Empires and nation-states of Europe. 
He thought the Asiatic countries hardly counted on their 
own, since their weakness had already drawn them under the 
European system. Or rather, they would only start to count if 
Russia failed, as Europe was doing, by allowing within herself 
an indiscriminate debilitating mixture of races, refi^'ons, classes 
and customs. T suppose’, Leontiev tartly observed, ‘that the 
Chinese may conquer Russia if our dilution with Europeans 
reaches such a saturation point. That is the only T02id—for such a 
Russia !’ 
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Indeed Leontiev parted company from all his social-revolu¬ 
tionary and reformist contemporaries in that he saw no valid 
raison d'ttre for the future Russian state, unless it was solidly 
built on the foundations of the existing one. If it went the same 
way as revolutionary Europe, it would do better to crumble into 
*dust, betousc in that guise it would benefit nobody, least of all 
ifsclf. What did Leontiev mean by the unique foundations of the 
Russian state? Clearly he did not seek them in immutable forms 
/)f government or in sacrosanct and static laws. For him all 
institutions and laws were transitory. He pointed to more 
deeply embedded underlying characteristics, to the impulse 
imparted by a harsh and stormy national history,^ moulding 
the character of the Russian people, but most of all, to the 
fiyzantine tradition of government as a sacred civilizing foi*ce, 
sRinding above the prosaic administrative machinery of the 
state. 

European political thinkers liave normally taken for granted 
thj^ihe T sars never accepted any legal authority or overriding 
religious sanction, which their own arbitrary fiats could not 
defy. This judgement harps overmuch on the effects of Tartar 
despotism, wliich during two and a half centuries undoubtedly 
liardencd the ax erage Russian to endure the most brutal and 
capricious tyranny. It does less justice to the Kiev period, which 
revered Byzaptine laws, and it slurs over national factors which 
subsequently defeated the Tartan#. 

Byzantine versions of Roman statute books stated, though 
ambiguously, that the sovereign’s ^^ower was strictly limited by 
conformity to diiristian injunctions. In practice this oriental 
and Erastian divine right of kings was flexible enough to justify 
most sovereign dictates. But the capture of Constantinople by 
the Turks (1453) transformed the situation. It simultaneously 
magnified the new moral responsibilities of the Russian Empire 
and widened the scope of its arbitrary character. The Orthodox 
Church began to preacli the sanctity of Moscow as the Third 
Rome,* and of tlie Tsar as the only legitimate heir of the extinct 
Byzantinp Emperors, the chief defender of Christendom from 
heatfien bg; IfSrians. When Ivan III married Sophia Paleologus, 
the daughter of the last Byzantine Emperor, he visibly invested 
Holy Russia with the fiill Byzantine heritage. The letters 
written to him by the Greek Abbot Philotheus address him as 
‘Sole Autocrat of the Universe, only Tsar of the Christians’ 
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and exhort him dutifully to maintain true orthodoxy intact 
until the Second Coming of Christ. ‘Two Romes have fallen, but 
the Third stands, and a Fourth there will never be.’ 

Thus fortified by priestly adulation and popular faitli, the 
Tsar rose to the sacred majesty of a universal priest-king, 
wielding absolute authority in God’s iiaiTu*. Even if he were a 
})rutal tyrant, a usurper, or a useless weakling, he became as 
Tsar the di\inely appointed ruler whom Christians must 
dutifully obey. His victims should patiently endure their ruler’s 
errors and crimes as a scourge sent by God to punish f)eoplc for 
their many sins. Good and bad rulers, like good and bad 
harvests, came from the inscrutable judgement of God. After 
Peter the Great abolished the autonomous Patriarchate and 
replaced it by the state-appointed Holy Synod, the narrow 
survi\’ing margin between temporal and spiritual power wf:s 
finally obliterated. Both merged in a theocratic autocracy, 
incarnate in the personally responsible Emperor. 


Ill 

During Leontiev’s lifetime this mcdie\'al and .\siatic mixture 
played its part in moulding the stcTii regime of Nicolas I and in 
producing the famous official formula Orthodoxy, Autocracy 
and National Character {Na\odnost^). But the liard ingredients 
had not yet petrified into a motionless rock. Life in Russia, c\ en 
official life, had not entirely Ipst the sa\'our of personal aspira¬ 
tion. On the contrary, the final item in tliis triad stood lor a 
newly discovered faith, And it showed that the Empire had 
aptly unfolded its own banner of national character at a most 
apposite moment, when European upheavals threatened to 
lead astray the inarticulate popular feelings of all countries left 
without clear governmental guidance. 

The report which his Minister of Public Education (Count 
Uvarov) presented to Nicolas I in 1843 throws a sharp light on 
the more constructive ideas of the Russian government at that 
time. ‘The redeeming conviction’, wrote Uvarox^l^ljat Russia 
lives and preserves herself through the spirit of a strong, humane, 
enlightened autocracy must penetrate our whole popular 
education and develop in harmony with it. . . National charac¬ 
ter does not force us cither to go backwards or to stand still; 
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it docs not demand immutability of ideas. The framework of 
^hc state, like a human body, changes its outward appearance 
according to its growth ... It is enough if we preserve the in¬ 
violable sanctuary of our national qualities.’ Although Uvarov’s 
words \'erge on the supn^mc^ly polished condescension of a 
'Chinescj Imperial rescrij)t, they cannot be dismissed as empty 
official hypocrisy. J'hat they had some practical bearing on 
educational policy is clear from the following statement in the 
^samc report. ‘Without (‘xcluding ])coplc of the serf class from 
participating in the beneficial fruits of knowledge and en¬ 
lightenment, the Ministry has considered it indispensable to do 
so according to the measure of the genuine needs and the direct 
mental and moral benefit which could be derived by people of 
that class. The education of serfs is therefore confined to*1110 
flarish and district schools.’ In fact serfs were also admitted to 
the higher schools, but only if their masters gave them their 
freedom. 

iKTconticv analysed aciitcdy the eflcct of some of the major 
internal reforms of Alexander II, especially the educational 
ones, on the (|uality of Russian society. He argued wdth some 
justice that, although these reforms were acclaimed by the 
liberals as steps along the upward path of Europeanization, 
their impact had awoken sleeping Russian instincts, and pro¬ 
voked them more and more into asserting their own essentially 
un-European national consciousness. The emancipation of the 
serfs, for instance, focused puldic attention for the first time on 
the ancient peasant commune as tjie corner-stone of agricultural 
organization. Cibnsequently the peculiarly Russian mir, as an 
administrative organ and centre, became under the new legal 
settlements much njiore prominent than it had been before 1861. 
Even the propaganda of the Sovremennik group, applauding 
every foreign innovation so long as it took a Socialist shape, 
cooled down in the sixties. Their attitude to European insti¬ 
tutions became more guarded, less indiscriminate, more 
sclectfvely utilitarian (good or bad /br Russia )—reflecting some 
of Hcrz(;n’s bitter disappointment in Europe after 1848. They 
shared i^r iSfat fleeting revival of self-confidence in native 
Russian integrity and enterprise—a mood which brightened 
the early reform period of Alexander 11 . Western Europe, by 
comparison, especially when it w^as seen at close quarters in the 
sober light of day, failed to fulfil those sanguine expectations 
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which so many progressive-minded Russians liked to forecast. 
After 1848 only a fading dream survived of that European 
example and initiative which Russia had accepted and followed 
without question throughout the eighteenth century. 

On the same score Leontiev expressed gra\’e misgivings about 
the sweeping extension of primary and secondary edut?ation in 
European style, which took place under Alexander II from 1864 
onwards. The illiterate Russian masses with tlieir ancient 
peasant wisdom seemed to liim the last unspoiled reserve of 
spontaneous national character capable of saving Russia from 
dissolving into an insipid cosmopolitan jelly. Leontiev said that 
Russian silence in the face of European taunts about her mass 
illiteracy was wrongly understood as embarrassment in ad¬ 
mitting a bitter truth. But, he rejoined : T do not find this truth 
is bitter. It is rather our merit than our misfortune.’ While liC 
was living in the Danubian towns, he observed : ‘I felt ashamed, 
not for the Russians with their illiterate simplicity, but for the 
Greeks with their literate ignorance. The Greeks, Molda^Ans, 
etc., admire us only to the extent that we are European; it docs 
not enter their heads to admire us for our Russian qualities. 

. . . What is that mass, that ocean, the Russian people, which 
they regard as dumb and brutal, because it stands remote from 
their petty and dry demagogic mo\'cmcnts? That they cannot 
know' and cannot learn so long as we ourselves are higher than 
they.’ [GramotnosC i Xarodnosi\ 1870.) He w^as far from advocat¬ 
ing illiteracy or blissful ignorance as virtues for their own sake. 
He merely argued that the educated section of the Russian 
people ought not to start «xtcnding their instruction to the 
uneducated part, until it (the educated part) had grown more 
mature, more certain of its own aims. Widespread school educa¬ 
tion could bear good fruit only when landowners, officials, 
teachers, etc., people of mixed, hazy, German or Anglo-French 
ideas, had all become much more Russian than they were under 
the influence of the latest European theories. ‘Wc should be 
glad’, wrote Leontiev, ‘that our common people dislike and 
distrust our intelligentsia. The ideas and political tastes of our 
intelligentsia are all borrowed, but our peoplc«4:i^r(7£f) iiave 
their own ideas and tastes. If we draw too close to the people 
wc only injure them; we injure them not in that coarse sense 
of depriving them of some material gain, but in the far more 
important sense that we almost unconsciously teach them 
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European ways, and cannot avoid doing so, because we our¬ 
selves up till now have proved incapable of inventing anything 
of our own, and so far as national creativeness goes, we stand 
lower than Asiatic people, Indians, Chinese or Moslems, who 
have almost entirely created their own mode of life.’ {Gramotnosf 
•i Narodnjisi\ 1870.) 

, In paying this just tribute to the greater integrity of the un¬ 
educated Russian, [-.contiev cherished no rosy Rousseauesque 
illusions about the ‘noble savagery’ of the Russian people en 
* masse. For him the fact that they wen* simple peasant folk or 
members of the Slav race conferred on them no marks of 
superior merit. Those national qualities which they preserved, 
and which he singled out for admiration had ever/ less to do 
with class than with race—except in so far as class distinctions, 
c/)rrcsponding to distinctions of function, remained an im¬ 
mutable element in the Byzantine hierarchy. A peasant might 
have admirable qualities, but a peasant without a master 
bcc'-tne a fish out of water, if not a more dangerously destruc¬ 
tive animal. Leontiev referred to the Pugachev revolt as ‘one of 
those bestial atrocities to which our God-fearing people arc 
only too prone when the government whip is not raised over 
them’. Indeed he found fault with the muddle-headed senti¬ 
mentality of the whole Narodnik Movement. ‘In these words, 
humble yourself in front of the people—especially in front of 
the peasant*—there is confusion and partial falsehood. Why 
should WT humble ourselves befofe the common people? Out of 
respect for their physical labour? That respect, everyone know^s, 
can be taken fer granted, and nfany of our serf-owners under¬ 
stood it long ago. Is it then in order to imitate their moral quali¬ 
ties? They have, of course, some admirable ones. But I do not 
think that the fatnily, social and personal qualities of our 
common people are on the w'holc so worthy of imitation. It is 
hardly necessary to imitate their harsh treatment of the sick and 
feeble, their wild cruelty when they arc angry, their drunken¬ 
ness, dtheir disposition to cunning trickery, and even to fraud.’ 
And writing of the Crimean War, in which he had fought, 
Lconticl^ rcjjijarkcd : ‘Some members of the nobility at that time 
certainly^if^owcd down to the Karatayevs, but not the Nicolas 
Vronskys of Rostovs of the forties, w^ho, while they loved the 
Karatayevs, were ready to give them a beating on necessary 
occasions.’ {Analysis^ Style^ and Trendy 1890.) 
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IV 

A healthy and more fruitful co-operation between the dominant 
minority and the masses could only be restored if the former 
strengthened their flagging leadersliip and thereby recovered 
respect for their authority. Leonticx^ frankly declarcc|^that he 
thought the majority of Russians were by nature wholly 
incapable of benefiting from any higher degree of personal free¬ 
dom and initiative. Hence European education would do them 
more harm than good. Unless they were perpetually pricked by 
the spur of coercion and fear, not only would tliey stagnate 
individually, but they would let everything around them fall 
to rack and ruin. For the same reason Leontic\' was sceptical 
about the ruling capacity of the Europeanized Russian uppei 
class, since their convictions and self-confidence had been tqp 
much shaken by imported notions about human equality. 
‘These Russian Europeans’, he said, ‘are often very loyal; they 
arc ready to send their sons to deatli for the 1 sar, and theyv^^rc 
not afraid to sacrifice their property.’ He thought that the 
Russian nobility, with all their faults, contained more generous- 
hearted, honest and trustworthy people than any other class of 
Russian socicty^ But their virtues were much more personal 
than civic; they were too unstable, too easily carried away by 
new' impressions, and they lacked a strict organizing political 
quality. The clumsy philanthropic innovations bf the more 
‘advanced’ landowners and officials were neither appreciated 
nor understood by the ordinary peasants, who preferred firm, 
severe but ‘Russian’ masters and responded 'most readily to 
strong and ev'cn ruthless leadership. Readers of Turgenev will 
recall with a smile, among his portrait galleiy of well-meaning 
eccentrics, the improving landowmer who satisfied his agri¬ 
cultural conscience by ordering an expensive threshing- 
machine from Germany, then locked it away in his barn and 
conveniently forgot about it for the rest of his life, because the 
peasants disliked the idea of using such an infernal foreign 
machine. 

Half-savage vigour, undisciplined but enterpri^Qg ardov.r to 
learn (the fatal attraction to Europe was itself a symptom of 
this ardour), innate fear of sin, love for ihc principle of co¬ 
ercive power—these were the elemental constructive qualities, 
more social than personal, which for Leontiev most clearly 



KONSTANTIN LEONTIEV 


289 

distinguished Russians from Europeans. Russian Westernizers, 
i.e. all liberals or socialists of either French or German schools, 
proved themselves to be blind or hypocritical when they refused 
to reckon with these basic Russian qualities, especially when they 
babbled that new and better Russians could be fabricated out 
of Wcst(;yn moulds. Their ease was further weakened by the 
latest evidence from Europe itself. Had not those same Western 
nations, which had achiex ed the fullest range of civil liberties 
and economic prosperity, pitifully failed to win those more 
ultimate civilizing benefits which the people who preached and 
fought for them foretold? 

From what present impediments could European democratic 
progress free us, Leontiev went on to ask, and in retufn for what 
j>c\sitive future gain? He clal)orat(‘d his analysis and his nega¬ 
tive answ('r in a number of remarkable essays, the most sub¬ 
stantial of which arc ‘Byzantinism and Slavdom’ (1875), ‘The 
A\crage European as the Ideal and Instrument of Universal 
fiction’ (1884), ‘Racial Politics as a Weapon of World 
Revolution’ (1888). Tiic ujishot of Leontic\'’s argument is that 
the recent sdcial dc\cl()pmcnt of the West, far from providing the 
East with an example of what to follow', is the grimmest warn¬ 
ing of a landslide, to lie at oided at any cost. Tn abandoning 
their former social order Europeans have become neitlier 
better, nor wiser nor happier. "J’hey have grown pettier, more 
uniformly infignificant, less talented. True, there is mass edu¬ 
cation, but it is stupider than before. Is it not stupid to believe 
so blindly as most European-educated people do today, in 
something iitterlr impossible, in the, final triumph of justice and 
well-being on earth, in a colourless, impersonal bourgeois or 
workers’ earthly paradise, lit by' electric light and talking by 
telephone from Kamchatka to the Cape of Good Hope? ... It 
is ridiculous to serve sucli an ideal, which fails to correspond 
cither to the experience of histoiy or to any of the laws and 
examples of natural science. Organic nature lix es Iw diver¬ 
sity, aMtagonism and struggle: it reveals its harmony in that 
antagonism and not in any shallow unison.’ {Russkii Vyestnik^ 
January i8qfi.^ 

The tecTinical progress of exact science had fostered pathetic 
illusions of a corresponding spiritual ad\ ance. Only in Russia 
had the tree of knowledge not yet sucked dry the tree of life. 
For only there society had remained hierarchical without 
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fossilizing into oriental immobility. T^hc Russian state (though 
perilously near) had not yet turned into a satellite revolving 
round the sun of Europe; it moved more slowly, but round its 
own centre of gravity. For it differed from all Western states, 
not only in degree but in kind. Its unique body-politic, so 
unlike prosaic Western governmental machinery, functioned 
like a complex organism, deriving motive force neither through 
reforms extorted by threats from below, nor through govern¬ 
mental repressions and severity alone, but through the inter¬ 
action of faith, power, laws and traditions, together with that 
inward freedom of personality which remains possible even 
under torture. 

Abo\*c dll, Russia never was, and never could be, a purely 
racial Slavonic Empire. By her history, by her social stratifica¬ 
tion, by her racial complexity alone, she had grown into the 
most un-Slavonic of all the Slav nations. She suffered far less 
from racial or national fixation than either ifie Poles, the Czechs 
or even the Southern Slavs. A Russian peasant would describe 
himself as ‘pravoslavny’ (Orthodox), but the epithet ‘Russian’, 
he applied only to the language which he spoke. Indeed, it is 
very much to Leontiev’s credit that, with all his anti-European 
prejudices, he cherished none of the morbidly exalted Narcissus- 
like pan-Slav love for Slavs. He did not shrink from w^ounding 
national vanities when he pointed out that the Russian state 
was a mixed product of influences entirely foreign* to any basic 
Slav qualities. ‘A purely Slavonic content is much too poor for 
its universal spirit.’ Its strong spiritual discipline was of Byzan¬ 
tine origin; order and accuracy in administration had been 
taught by the largely German bureaucracy of Peter the Great; 
mixed blood (much of it Tartar) flowed in the veins of Russian 
nobles who provided .so many of the most vigorous national 
leaders. 

But the keystone of the state arch Leontiev found in Byzan¬ 
tium, its sacred autocracy, in its peculiar Eastern Christianity, 
irreconcilable with any Western churches or sects. As far Slav¬ 
dom, it remained for him an enigmatic sphinx, something con¬ 
fused and shapeless, a vague floating cthnograptyc^il expression 
and sentiment, linking Great Russians and other Slavs only by 
related languages and by similar though indescribably mixed 
blood. Byzantium, on the contrary, as taken over by Russia, 
stood for clear-cut intelligible principles, firmly embodied 
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in government institutions, religious ritual and personal habit, 
^s well as in tangible and inspiring artistic forms. Without the 
organizing moral force of Byzantium, how could the Russian 
state have survived Tartar misrule? Did it not equally sustain 
Russian unity in her long battles with Poland, with the Swedes, 
With Frajicc and Turkey? ‘Reverence for the church and obedi¬ 
ence to the Emperor saved Russia in 1812 !’ ‘Under this banner, 
if we arc true to it, we shall be powerful enough to withstand 
die onslaught of the whole of international Europe, if after 
destroying everything noble within herself, she dares at any 
time to invade us with the decay and shame of her new laws and 
petty material well-being.’ {Russkii January 1896.) 


IV 

Leontiev felt convinced that the democratic republics of 
Europe would be more bitterly hostile to the Russian Empire 
than monarchical Europe had ever been. The Soviet Union is 
only intensifying a traditional policy when she stands on guard 
against what is now termed ‘capitalist encirclement’. For those 
who belicxe that psychological as well as economic motiv'cs 
underlie Russian foreign policy—always so puzzling to foreigners 
but so crystal-clear to themseh es—Leontiev’s picture of long¬ 
term national objectives is vivid ayd (for that period) plausible. 
But he goes further than analysis of past and present motives in 
state policy. He boldly predicts—and here he is at one with 
Danilevsky—that the Russian Empire had not yet reached its 
highest stage of flowering complexity. If the historical begin¬ 
ning of any state always marks with an indelible imprint the 
whole unfolding movement of its people, then certain innate 
features, not so visibly important at first, will thrust them¬ 
selves most emphatically to the fore, as the state approaches 
maturity. 

His faith in the imperial shape of Russian fulfilment fully 
explains why Leontiev hated Russian liberals even more than 
he hotted rcv-riutionarics. The latter (unless they belonged to a 
European intellectual school) could be excused as unhappy 
victims of mad impulse and despair; but the former, who 
deliberately made a fetish of alien European ways, without ob¬ 
serving that these were hastening Europe’s downfall, betrayed 
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a criminal ig^norance of the innermost essence of the Russian 
state. Not content with pitifully aping a Europe whicVi 
they did not understand, they surreptitiously undermined 
all that had formed the unique thousand-year-old foundation 
of the original Kie\’ and Moscow Russia. Yet in spite of his 
passionate concern to save tlie Russian Empire, onr terrible 
misgiving racked Leontiev’s mind. Could it be that the undeni¬ 
able decline of his contemf)orary Peteisburg Russia was due, 
less to the subtle poison spreading ihrough its limbs from ^ 
decadent Europe, than to its own organic enfceblement and ripe 
old age? He could find no conclusive answer. ‘Whether we 
begin our history witli Rurik (862) or with the baptism of 
Vladimir (988) ^ve arc very little younger than Europe, whose 
social history should be reckon(‘d from the ninth century 
(the reign of Charlemagne). Not all states ha\’c continued fof a 
thousand years. It is hard to survixe longer, easy to vanish 
earlier.’ {Russkii 137.^/;//^:, January 1896.') 

At other times he seemed to believe with Herzen that the Slav 
world was still much younger and fresher than the European, 
because Slav childhood had lasted longer, because their history 
had remained nearly stationary, through not liax ing grown and 
changed with tlic passage of time. People might hate Russia, 
but they could not say of her as they said of France, that she 
was senile or decrepit. He faced the issue most squarely when he 
wrote in 1880 ; ‘Russia is no\y in the grip of a quiet, slow decay, 
one of those Great Russian processes is taking place, whicli with 
us ahvays precedes a profound historic upheaval—the baptism 
of the Kiev people in tl:c Dnieper, Peters destruction of 
national traditions, and finally the present state of affairs, 
essentially a transition towards something diffcTcnt.’ 

Russia might still save herself, if she stood firm and acted 
energetically on her own initiative, after casting off the cramp¬ 
ing tutelage of democratic Europe. Her only alternative was to 
merge and sink Jier national identity by joining the grey amor¬ 
phous republicanism of Europe, but that step would be equiva¬ 
lent to her death. Meanwhile Byzantium remained the clearly 
drawn ground-plan of a spacious building, in whiclj the upper 
stories had not yet been started. Only a Russian limpirc re¬ 
vived from its own original sources of strength could continue to 
build them. Woe to Russia and to the world if this eflbrt failed! 
‘Russia’s internal decay should lead to action which must be 
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sponlancous and creative, in order to avoid becoming wholly 
(Jestructive (I do not mean in the European sense, but infinitely 
ijwre destructixe).’ {Letters on the Eastern Questiony Grajdaniny 
1882’ 1883.) 

Moreover, Russian governmental j:)ower provided for Leon- 
fiev the jonly trustworthy guide into an otherwise shapeless 
future. Without superior power, how would she be able either 
to resist a disintegrating Europe, or to preserve the smaller 
J;>lav countries, still more prone tlian Russia herself to imitate 
Europe, weaker and more politically fluid? Byzantine elements 
were indispensable to Russian power. Once they fell into dis¬ 
credit, tlie centrifugal forces of the vast heterogeneous Empire 
would quickly gain the upper hand, the wliolc top-lieavy struc- 
tftre would crack, totter, and finally split into its multifarious 
national and racial constituent parts. 

Leontiev showed scant sympathy xvith what he called the 
‘tribal nationalism’ of insignificant or second-rate peoples. He 
judged ‘cosmopolitan democracy and political nationalism 
(without ajiy principles of culture or spontaneous force)^ to be 
merely two distinct aspects of the same decaying process. ‘For 
the French, tvho started z 7 , this cosmopolitan ideal was patriotic 
and national. For otlicr nations the national question turned 
into naked racial politics. . . . I’his was so deceptive, and people 
were so blinded by it, that many thinking patriots (exen our 
Slavophils) failed to recognize in,the so-called national moxc- 
ment their xvorst enemy—the cosmopolitan rex olution! It 
spread cx'eryxvhere, beginning in 1^21 with tlie Greek uprising. 
Its result xvas exVryxvlierc the same—liberal democracy and 
dreary cosmopolitan uniformity of ideas, tastes, desires and out¬ 
ward appearances. Had it not been for Russioy this blending and 
debasement xvould have been xvorst of all among the Slavs, 
owing to their pronencss to imitate, their political weakness and 
pox^erty of thought.’ (Letters on the Eastern Questiony Grajdaniny 
1882.) 

This*samc conception of Russia as a supernational civilizing 
force can.be used to justify that high-handed attitude to smaller 
nations, xvhici.»is such a familiar ingredient of Russian political 
practice. Even the most enlightened Russian patriotism has 
seldom been compatible with respect for the patriotic feelings 
of smaller nations, unless they arc xveak enough to be meekly 
subservient to Russia. Leontiev’s contempt is eminently sincere, 
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especially for the Slav countries ‘liberating’ themselves from 
Turkish rule. ‘What would happen?’ he asked, ‘to all thosi» 
learned and liberal Slavs with all their orators, professors, 
doctors and petty national pride, if in the distant background of 
the picture there was not visible the expanse of Great Russian 
snow, the Cossack lances, and the axe of the bearded ©rthodox 
peasant, calmlv and firmly guided by our half Byzantiite 
Tsar?’ 

Occasionally in his more exalted passages Leontiev ap-> 
proached the pan-Slav Danilevsky in proclaiming the Russian 
mission to lead a new original independent civilization, not 
only through uniting the Slavs politically—but by swallowing 
up and transforming the whole of Europe, even as Europe had 
swallowed up and transformed Roman, ancient Greek and in 
part Byzantine civilization. In 1882 he wrote: “Pan-Slavism mLy 
be inevitable—But Orthodox pan-Sla\ ism is salvation, whereas 
liberal pan-Slavism means ruin, most of all for Russia.’ But, to 
do him justice, he more often re\ ealed how sceptical he felt 
about the realization, and even more about the practical value, 
of such boundless political ambitions. Past history seemed to 
demonstrate that no single state could last much longer than a 
thousand years—and the Russian state was only slightly 
younger than the ‘senile’ European ones, who had reached 
their third and final jjliase of dissolution. Moreover, Leontiev 
was honest enough to admit, that—hard as he tried—he could 
find in Russians no encouraging signs (except in literature) of 
original constructive genius—and still less in other Slav peoples. 
He had the highest respect and even love for traditional Euro¬ 
pean civilization. He only condemned its final contemporary 
phase because it was rotting away and, infecting healthier 
neighbours. Russian civilization, though it was bound to be 
different, might still prove to be inferior to Europe at her best. 
Most of the Slavophils liked to think that the curious lack of 
mental fertility and inventiveness among Russians in the past 
provided proof of their immaturity and youthfulness, and were 
signs of tremendous budding potentialities only waiting to be 
released from bondage. But Leontiev reasonaWy (luestioncd 
whether so many centuries of monotonous poverty, in spite of 
endless borrowing from other countries, gave any guarantee 
that native talent would burst into sudden luxuriant bloom in 
the immediate future. Even the Slavophil Khomyakov observed 
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plaintively on one occasion that all Russian science had so far 
failed to invent so much as a decent mouse-trap. 

In comparing Russia with European states, Leontiev con¬ 
tended that no nation or ci\*ilization could survive for long if 
the state containing them was built on soft or shifting founda¬ 
tions. History showed him that democratic republics were more 
uhstable than aristocratic ones, while hierarchical monarchies 
(like Egypt or Byzantium) lasted much longer than either. And 
he hated the plutocratic liberal form of democracy as the most 
empty, futile and unprincipled of all liuman societies. ‘There is 
reason to hope,’ he said, ‘that the present agrarian and labour 
problems will resolve themselves into nothing other ijian a new 
form of feudalism—a new special kind of compulsory attach¬ 
ment to organizations, classes and communities, and in part 
of individuals to other individuals placed above them in career 
and function.’ {Temple and Churchy Grajdanin^ 1878). Meanwhile, 
European democracy had betrayed the heritage of European 
culture; by corrupting both her own people and outsiders who 
fell under Jier sway, Europe was leading the world to universal 
disintegration. In his essay ‘Why is Liberalism harmful to us?’ 
{Warsaw Diary^ 1880) he wrote: *Thc system of democratic 
liberalism is the absence of any system, a denial of any absolute 
values, a fear of everything consistent and bold. In the thirties 
and forties it^was noble and even brave to be liberal. Now it is 
so easy, and demands so little intelligence, knowledge or effort 
... I prefer to stick to ‘The Tsar and Russia’, for I confess I 
cannot understand the French whp are able to love any France 
and are ready to serve any kind of French Government. I w^ant 
my country to be worthy of my respect.’ 

Apart from the i/istinctivc personal disgust w'hich Leontiev 
felt against the prevailing ethos of the new democratic states, he 
considered them to be hopelessly fluid and unstable, drifting 
rudderless towards some dark abyss in the future, an abyss 
which was not yet clearly visible, but whose proximity had al¬ 
ready Tt)egun to fill thoughtful people with deep apprehension 
or despair. 

During^ Ledntiev’s lifetime the various brands of anarchic, 
syndicalist or state socialism were far from being so sharply 
distinguished from liberal democracy as they are, both in theory' 
and practice, today. In any case the classical liberal doctrine of 
a state with strictly limited authority, relying on a sound 
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individual conscience to do the most important things, was being 
step by step abandoned during this period even by liberals 
tlicmsclvcs. The Western type of social democracy had deve¬ 
loped from below through the successful agitation of organized 
labour groups, and from above through goxernmental pro¬ 
grammes of gradual reform, both involving an extension of tlie 
government’s sphere of action. This process inevitably w'ideneri 
the state’s functions and increased its ])ower, while it gave 
ample e\'idence of fusion in practice between Liberal and 
Socialist mo\cments. Tlierefore, although Leontiev’s judge¬ 
ments sound far loo sweeping to be accurate in detail, the march 
of events compels us to admit that he was right in principle 
when he identified the supporters of both movements as 
‘believers in liberal egalitarian progress'. 


V 

Indeed, if enlightened autocracy failed to rise to the occasion 
by providing bold leadership on its own initiative, Leontiev 
seemed ready to back the axowed nrvolutionaries against the 
moderate and cautious reformers. ‘Revolutionaries’, he wrote, 
‘everywhere despise our moderate liberals—and they are right 
in despising them. Though these extremists may fight genuine 
conservatives to the death, yet they will iind all the essential 
conservative doctrines indispensable to themselves. They too 
will need fear. They too will need discipline, hardened by a 
tradition of obedience to orders and habitual acceptance; and 
nations (let us suppose) who have successfully reshaped their 
economic system, but who are none the less dissatisfied with 
everything on earth, will start to burn again with mystic fires. 

. . . Social organisms, including Western ones, may lose the 
strength to resist de-stratification, or those chronic cruelties 
without which it is impossible to build anything durable out of 
human material. Perhaps the alliance of socialism (tlic slavery 
of the future, as the liberal Spencer called it) with. Russian 
autocracy and with a fiery mysticism (which pJ/ilosophy will 
serve like a faithful dog) is still a possible outcome, but this wall 
be a horrible thing for a great number of people.’ (Letter to V. 
Rozanov, written in i8go; pub. Russian Messenger^ May, 1903.) 

Leontiev accused all liberals cither of blind stupidity or sheer 
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deliberate deceit. Either lliey were too sliort-siglited to s(;e more 
'Jian one slep ahead, or tliey persist(*d in pursuing an obv iously 
impossible goal. For iiim a true bc lief'in j^rogress could only be 
a ijcssimistic one - destroying absurd and puerile illusions about 
any approaching paradise on earth. 'I'liir way tf) Ijclief lay 
through ♦unbelief. Such a qualified pessimism of general out- 
Iftok, far from amounting to defeatism, was no more than a 
liealthy and honest admission of human fallibility. Pessimists, 
.whf» relinquished that crazy belief in the possibility of universal 
human well-being or happiness, would achieve more optimistic 
results in personal life. Tlu^y would not expect too much from 
people, they would be moie wisely tolerant, humane and well- 
balanced than restless agitators Ji»r a future golden age, to be 
a\lained by equalizing reforms, or by ( xiiaordinary discovevies 
i{f pliysics and cliemistry. 

Furthermore, had Iil)erals been h'ss short-sighu d, they would 
surclv hav e adrniltc'd that, what.e\(*r else the iu‘w state forms in 
Europe might eventually become, lliey I'ould not possibly re¬ 
main mucji longer p(‘aceful, liberal or mild. Leonii(‘v rightly 
foretold t hat incn'asingly complicated v\orld-wid(* politico- 
economic problems, imposing themselves on future national 
governments, would })rove terrific obstacles to the retention of 
any kindly and moderate* liberal faith. In 1880 he already wrote 
that scuialispi as a pr(»lbund and to some extent violent 
econr)mic upheaval iniglil be um^voidable, at least for part of 
the iniman race*. 'VViihoui dwelling'. In* remarked, ‘on the 
amount of suffering and humiliavon which this upheav al will 
inflict on the conquered, (‘V(*n theT;on(|U(*rors will soon under¬ 
stand that they are ve ry far from having reached well-being 
and p(*ace. These joming conquerors would eitlier organize 
more freely, more liberally than we do, in which case the new 
society would l)e sti icken.by a kind ol chronic legalized anarchy, 
like certain South Anu'rican republics or .some of the ancient 
Greek city democracies. Alternatively, their laws and require¬ 
ments* would be infiniti'ly severer than ours, more exacting, 
more crgimping, more ruthless and fierce. In the latter case, 
people's yves*will l)e much harder and less healthy than arc 
now the liv es of good conscientious monks in strict Orthodox 
monasteries. Thus after trying every experiment, even the 
bitter extreme of socialist organizatit)n, the leaders themselv es 
of these new societies arc bound to grow deeply disillusioned. 
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... It will never be better for everybody, it may be better for 
some, but it will be worse for others.’ (‘On Dostoe\'sky’s Speech 
at the Pushkin Festival’, H arsau^ Diary^ 1880.) 


Leontiev seems to have sincerely believed lliat we might all 
escape such a dismal fate if the Russian Empire look on a new 
lease of life. In order to make sure of this, the most important, 
political change he adx ocated was a bold solution of the Eastern 
Question, enabling Russia to place herself at the head of a new 
Orthodox Eastern Empire, which would then become the 
leader of a completely anti-European moN cment. ‘We should 
prefer the traumatic shock of a great war to slow chemical 
poisoning through contact with Europe', ht‘ frankly announcel). 
That ambition was very nearly achieved in 1878, but the full 
fruits of her victory o\’er Turkey were promptly and resolutely 
snatched from Russia by the united Fmropean powers at the 
Congress of Berlin. Leontiev wTotc in that year: ‘How' comfort¬ 
ing it w'ould have been to read about the triumpliant march 
of our victorious bodyguard with music and flying banners 
through the motley streets of Istanbul, majestic even in its 
squalor. How’ terrible to think that what is most indispensable 
to us—Tsargrad and the Straits—is slipping once more out of 
our hands. . . . Our ow^n moral need to achieve a clear and 
visible triumph is something far removed from Chauvinism. 
That stupid word, invented by pacifist liberals, was then applied 
to French ambition, w hich •merely pursued glory to gratify its 
vanity, without any beneficial concrete result!’ [Temple and 
Churchy Grajdanin, 1878.) 

During his term of service as Russian Consul in Turkey, 
Leontiev had scope to observe and comment on the brutal side 
of Turkish rule over the Balkan Christians. He none the less 
maintained that, chiefly owing to Ottoman severity, genuine 
Orthodox religion and Slav feeling had been stimulated and 
kept alive. ‘Living in Turkey I soon understood, though with 
horror and grief, that thanks only to the Turks, 'Orthodox and 
Slav sentiment had survived in the Balkans.’ [A Hermit's Lettery 
Vostoky 1879.) The old Slavophils had fondly imagined that the 
eclipse of the Turkish crescent would be followed immediately 
by the rising of a brilliant Orthodox sun in the Christian East. 
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But, instead of that, the weakening Turkish grip over the 
palkans exposed the Balkan Slavs to the infiltration of a petty 
provincial nationalism from the West. Consequently Leontiev 
began to fear that the Russian Empire might step in too late to 
replace Ottoman discipline by its own superior organizing 
'power. .JHow could w^e not foresee that a Bulgarian school¬ 
master, merchant, doctor or shopkeeper, e\x*n a political 
leader of peasant or shopkeeper origin, would find quite 
^inaccessible and undesirable all that was so clear and eminently 
desirable to Kireyevsky, Khomyakov and Aksakov? For were 
not these all Russian aristocrats, gifted, learned, enlightened, 
moved by strong ideals, saturated in European culture? That 
is why our disappointment is now so deep, so shameful ... 1 
Jay ‘our’, because I too went fifteen years ago to the N,ear 
liiast, a pupil, a follower of that cultural Slavophilism, W'hich 
was intended to spring up and flower so luxuriantly on the 
indestructible ancient roots of Orthodoxy.'' 

Leontiev felt disgusted that tlie Slavophils had started to 
grow famous and influential only at the cost of abandoning 
their most valuable belief in an independent and original 
Russian civilization, and after they had degenerated into 
strident propagandists for the mere liberation of the Balkan 
Slavs from all that till then had prevented them from turning 
into the most commonplace European petU' bourgeois. But he 
did not abandon all sense of proportion; he ne\’er claimed that 
his own forecast of Russia’s brilflant civilizing future revealed 
an emergent law of nature. Moreover, while it was bound to be 
different, he did liot rule out the pofisibility that the new Russian 
civilization might be, not better, but infinitely worse than 
Western Europe, or might fail to materialize altogether. 

Nor did he favour destroying the Ottoman Empire by war. 
He contented himself with urging that its capital should be 
removed from Constantinople to Asia Minor. It is far-fetched to 
infer that he dreamed of world-conquest. In retrospect he sur- 
v^eyed*more calmly and deliberately the climax of the Eastern 
Question in 1878. ‘We should think less about the libera¬ 
tion* of the Balkans than about their re-organization. The 
weakened Sultanate was unable to resist being Europeanized. 
Bui we can^ if we want to.... We showed w’^e could in the last war, 
and, far more important, we showed it in the realm of political 
thought by the manifesto of April 29, 1881. 
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‘In the face of constitutional Europe and of all republican 
America, wc then announced that we did not intend to live an)j 
longer on foreign minds, but would put all our strength into 
making autocracy effective and stern. Turning away sharply 
(and God grant l<:>r c\’er) from the course of emancipating- 
society and individuals, wc started on the course of emancipating 
our own thought; wc changed from the pursuit of gradual but 
certain destruction to the pursuit of well-organized and creative 
life. Through this aciion wc decided for tlic first time since 
Peter the Great to be original, not only in the sense of asserting 
our authority as a strong state among oilier states, but in 
formulating a unique politii ai and cultural ideal, bold, inde¬ 
pendent and clear.' {Idtiers on the Eastern Qiiestion, Grajdanhi^ 
1882.) ‘ 

Leontie\ ’s horror of contempi>rary Euro])e is unlikely V-> 
endear him to many European hearts. In its agitated intensity 
it \’erges on the pathological. And his downright condemnation 
of nineteenth-century liberalism failed to draw any distinction 
between the English, French, German and Russian brands. Not 
only the Manchester liberals, but the aristocratic Whig liberals 
of England (who impressed Khomyako\’ and Koshelev and 
might therefore have found some ec ho in Leontiev’s fastidious 
temjierament) were indiscriminately lumped together with the 
glib French bourgeois and the i-oaisc German demagogue. 
What mattered t(» him was that llu?y all seemea then to be 
moving in a similar direction, and ihiough this disintegrating 
flux of democratic progress their former \ ital distinctions and 
varieties would eventually merge into a single featureless uni¬ 
formity—(the exact reverse of’ ci\ili/cd development, which 
Leontiev defined as ‘an increase in disciplined variety’). 

Leontiev hated the new Europe platonically and on principle, 
and not through any sense of personal spite, for he had never Ihcd 
there except in the almost oriental south-east. ‘Can we either 
pity or admire the majority of f:ontcmporary Europeans? How 
could we pity them? They are so self-satisfied and impudent, 
they are so far ahead of us and the Asiatics in many technical 
and material advantages. Even the poor European artisan of 
our day is so conceited, without a trace of spiritual liumility, so 
absorbed in his vaunted personal dignity and petty personal 
welfare, that one could hardly feel much spontaneous sympathy 
for him; and what could one feci through cold reflection, by 
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Straining oncsrlf to picture him as a victim of hard economic 
fircumstancos? It seems to me that in order to feel any influx to 
{\^^ lieart of that moral love or disinterested admiration, we 
should first nej*d to see the contemporary European humbled, 
conquered, wounded or imprisoned. ('On Dostoevsky’s Speech 
at the EjOslikiTi Festival’, IVnrsazc Diary^ 1880.) 

•• It is all the more remarkable that Herzen, who spent so 
many years of (*xile in France and England, and whose political 
^ views in othcM ways were poles apart from Leontiev’s, reached 
identical C(»m lusions alxait the future of European democratic 
states. Like Leontiev lu' could find in the average European 
citizen little to admire and nothing to emulate. And he knew 
the mentality of Western Europeans iar bette r tliaii liContiev 
Bid. Even French civ ilization, so gn^at in the past, scemeej to 
Iwm to be fading away on an exhausted soil. And France was, 
tor Russians, the leading nation ol‘Europe, because culture still 
meant more to them than economic strength. 

Would Europe settle down for long in its republican form, 
which mt^arit nothing less than the destruction of all the indi¬ 
vidual European slates, or would it collapse into anarchy? 
Leontiev* asked. 'In either ca.s<‘ Russia needs organized strengtli 
and discipline, to save herself from infection, and to save in 
Europe whatever is worth saving, especially those things which 
made her former greatness'. (Byzontinisni and Slavdom, 1875.) 

History has not fulfilh-d Leontiev's grandiose plans for the 
revival of the Russian Empire, and the salvaging of ancient 
European civilization is far from being a conspicuous feature of 
Soviet policy. Hut some of his gfc«omier predictions about the 
future of Russia and Europe have come true. In spite of his 
passionate prejudices, he Ibresaw the main course of events far 
more accurately than either the rationally hopeful Russian 
liberals or the more destructive revolutionary anarchists. The 
Russian colossus, physically weakened by wars, was spiritually 
undermined and ovc'rwhelmcd by a violent fev-er which 
originated in Europe. Byzantine Russian civilization seemed to 
perish 1j)gether w^ith the Russian Empire, poisoned at its roots, 
Nc\-crthclcss,'»though the entire theoretical basis of the Russian 
Empire fias been tw^isted and turned upside down by the Soviet 
interpretation of Marx, the underlying motive, forces of the 
re-integrated Soviet state are now- readily compared with the 
older pattern of the Germanized Byzantine autocracy. People 
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who talk about the Soviet regime as inverted Tsarism need to 
distinguish the despotic—and within their limits successful— 
Empires of Peter the Great and Ivan the Terrible, from the 
semi-liberal reformist Empire of Alexander II, which endca in 
failure, and what is now called ‘reaction'. Which kind of 
Tsarism do they mean? Had Leontiev been alive l^^day, he' 
would hax'c been among the first to understand why the ‘Isar 
Liberator’ is passed o\ er by the Bolsheviks in icy silence, while 
the cult of his harsher predecessors, Peter and Ivan, has grown ^ 
into a fervent national ritual. It is uncertain whether this 
Soviet reaction to the distant despotic past denotes a spiritual 
affinity more far-reaching than the instinctive urge to justify 
present actions by historical precedent, howe\'er remote it 
may be. But if we replace a divinely appointed autocratic 
Tsar by a deified political leader, th(‘ moral autliority of tlv' 
Orthodox state-church by a fanatical social creed of Gcrmari- 
Jewish origin, compulsory state scrxice under the Tsars by 
centralized industrial planning and labour-conscription, then a 
broad picture emerges which bears some formal resemblance 
to Leontiev’s forecast. At least it links intelligibly the old hier¬ 
archical society with the even more strictly stratified society of 
the new Socialist Empire. 

Seen in this light the liberal democratic period fades into an 
unstable interregnum, promoted by nol)le but short-sighted 
dreamers like the Decembrists and early Slavopiiils, brilliant 
in the arts, moderate in civic construction, but turning ever 
greyer and dimmer until it finally dissoh es in chaos. 

Certainly the liberal period from 1856 until the Revolution 
was marked by a series of military and political disasters for 
Russia, yet it saw' the most splendid outburst of literature and 
music that she has e\'cr knowm, before of since. Squalid or 
arrogant in worldly triumph, individual Russians proved 
glorious in defeat, and through defeat stronger in imaginatixe 
creation. Indeed a successful, proud, aggressive fatherland 
rarely appealed to intelligent Russians as a civilized ideal. In 
this respect Leontiev was exceptional, and showed a German 
streak, though his ideal of national aspiration, and of conc rete 
visible beauty as the criterion of its success, was eminently 
non-German. 

But he was not a voice crying in the wilderness. Several other 
eminent Russians interpreted Europe’s alleged decline as 
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Russia’s golden opportunity. Tyutchev and Dostoevsky both 
jsserted ad nauseam that Europe was spiritually rotten to the 
If Russia continued to follow European doctrines she 
would perikli. ^.iberal laxity and laziness, leading to socialism 
and revolution, would also ruin the West; in so doing it could 
^t last rcyidt^r a service to the East, but only if the East remained 
immune. Perhaps this is what Tyutchev meant when he used 
those ominous words, ‘The Red West will be our saviour’. After 
^‘red’ Europe’s collapse, Russians, for so long ‘the world’s out¬ 
casts', would find themselves leading the wwld. Herzen 
developed an equally unreasoning faith in the potentialities of 
Russian civilization, though the idea of the Russian state itself 
as a possible civilizing factor always filled him withliorror. He 
Sardly considered whether the one could exist without the 
r|;hcr. Finally, the liistorian Klyuchevsky, commenting on the 
acliievements ofAlexaiuhM II, expressed tlie soberest misgivings; 
could liberal seeds imported from ICurope e\ cr sprout healthily 
on that alien semi-Asiatic soil? ‘We now l)egin to think in w^hat 
way the i^ast can help us, at the moment when we seem to 
have broken e\'cry link with it. But; our reflection contains an 
important oversight. .Admiring how reform has changed Rus¬ 
sian antiquity, vve fail to perceive how Russian antiquity has 
already transformed reform.’ 

Some of Leontiev’s most important ideas were thus partially 
confirmed b^' the iiuh'pcndcnt utterances of such brilliant and 
diverse contemporaries. In saying this, I am not making a bid 
for originality; I am merely trying to correct a still current pre¬ 
judice, in the li{?ht of which Leontiev has for long been repre- 
.sented as an almost pitiful eccentric, who stood isolated and 
obstinately aloof from the most important trends of his day. 
He may well have’ l)een, and quite deliberately chose to be, 
alien to the changing intellectual fashions embraced by the 
majority ol'Russian inteflectuals. But he was constantly aware, 
far more than they, of deeper social undercurrents, and he dis¬ 
cerned distinctly whole new situations looming large as life on 
the horizon, where less penetrating observers caught only fleet¬ 
ing glimpses of clouds and threatening storms. 

His irnaginative and stylistic qualities would alone entitle 
him to the position which he is gradually, if grudgingly, being 
awarded as a classic of Russian thought. And his cast of mind, if 
not his recommendations, finds far more support throughout 
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the contemporary^ world than it did in his own century. His 
political thought exercised some influence on action, since y 
took root among the anti-Bolshevik Eurasians, whe revere him 
as one of their principal teachers. And Bolshevik minds,^ with 
their revengeful sense of irn erted intellectual aristocracy, and 
through their utilization of Soviet anti-EuropcTanf or anti- 
American policy in order to gain credit with Asiatic nationalist, 
have also recognized and exploited his acumen. 

* Though public ili.NCUSsion of l.c*oulicv’s cloininatit ideas has naturally 
enough not been encouraged since the Revolution, sonn* continued Soviet 
interest in him is revealed by ihe rcpublication of his autobiograjiliical 
essays in Mhra Literaturmya SutPba yLiteratunwe J^^ishedstvo^ Moscow, ) 
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